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Abstract 
This thesis investigates how the Chinese microblogging platform known as Sina Weibo is 
implicated in constructing and negotiating identity. It draws on interdisciplinary approaches 
and argues that Weibo is not borderless. Although the Chinese government is trying to 
orchestrate a homogeneous national identity, local places remain significant and relevant to 
Chinese people’s everyday lives. The study enriches our understanding of the role of digital 
media, in particular social media, in human society. Specifically, it opens up a new 
approach to examine the Internet’s role in an authoritarian state and shows that political 
changes come gradually through the formation of individual selves rather than by bringing 
structural transformation to the political system.  
 
Since its launch in 2009, Sina Weibo has become a major conduit for information and 
public opinion. The majority of current scholarly works locate Weibo within China’s social 
stratifications, where the source of contention and deliberation is about unequal class-
relationships. This thesis does not dismiss this perspective but argues that Weibo should 
also be located within asymmetric spatial arrangements, in particular the tension between 
the central state and local places. After all, China has one of the world’s oldest and most 
enduring systems of territorial scale hierarchy such that its spatial administrative 
management system can be dated in centuries.  
 
The study examines how Weibo mediate the spatial tension between the national 
space and local place in China. The former is an expression of power and domination, the 
latter is the everyday experience and social practices that define one’s sense of self and 
sense of belonging. Guangzhou, the capital city of China’s southern province Guangdong, 
was the first region to launch China’s economic reforms back in the late 1970s. The 
region’s geographic distance from the political centre in the north and its proximity to Hong 
Kong is important in the context of this study. The study uses framing analysis to examine 
Weibo data collected from three different case studies: the pro-Cantonese protest in 2010, a 
longitudinal study of a Guangzhou Weibo group and the anti-Japan protest in Guangzhou in 
2012. Framing analysis explores how identity is strategically constructed, communicated 
and negotiated on Weibo. 
 Weibo and its users played an important role in these events. The government 
attempted to marginalise the local Cantonese language in 2010 and endorsed the nation-
wide anti-Japan nationalistic demonstrations in 2012. Both campaigns saw strong local 
resistance on Weibo. Weibo’s role is not merely to disseminate protest related information; 
rather, Weibo was used to construct and reinforce a local community (on the Internet) that 
provides shared spaces, resources and routinised practices. This reflects the norms and 
values of a Guangzhou identity. Even when there is no major social controversy, Weibo 
continues to play a key role in connecting individuals in Guangzhou and to articulate a 
collective sense of community. 
 
The use of Weibo articulates the sense of locality and is being articulated by people’s 
embodiment to the geographic location. The geo-techno interplay enacts the construction 
and negotiation of a Guangzhou identity. More importantly, during these processes of 
identification, Weibo allows political participation, helping Guangzhouers to realise and 
exercise their citizenry rights and responsibilities through their online experience. A more 
profound implication is that the realisation of citizenry rights and responsibility in China 
also transforms into an effort to re-narrate and re-negotiate the meaning of a national 
identity. The identification to a local place is not merely organising one’s sense of locality, 
but the process is also facilitating a redefinition of ‘the nation’ from a local perspective.  
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Introduction 
Place, identity, and Sina Weibo 
It is human nature to tell stories. In particular, we like to tell stories about ourselves, as I 
have done through this thesis. However, at the beginning of my candidature in 2012, the 
path to writing this story was not clear. I had two key questions: What should I tell people 
about my story? And how should I start my narration? In December 2012, I returned to 
my hometown Guangzhou from Australia with these two questions in mind. It was not a 
research fieldwork trip (ethnography is not the principal methodology of the study 
presented here), but a personal trip to visit friends and relatives – a regular routine for 
Chinese Australians. Nevertheless, this personal encounter and the fact that I am a native 
Cantonese speaker turned out to be useful in informing the conceptualisation and 
methodological development of this thesis. 
 
I was born in Guangzhou, the capital city of China’s southern province Guangdong. 
The city can be best described by China’s grand economic reforms that were launched by 
Deng Xiaoping in 1978. Guangdong was the official ‘test-bed’ of the government’s 
economic restructuring; as a result, Guangzhou, the region’s capital, has experienced 
some of the most extensive and profound social and cultural transformations during the 
reform era. ‘Transformation’ is probably the best term to describe what I have witnessed 
and experienced during many of my trips home: new sky-high buildings have virtually 
‘grown’ from the ground in less than 12 months; agricultural lands have been transformed 
into the city’s financial centre; and an entirely new Central Business District (CBD) has 
emerged in less than three years. There was no underground subway system when I was 
living there before 1997; now, the system’s 260.5km tracks have connected the entire 
city. It now takes less than 30 minutes on the subway from Guangzhou centre to reach 
Panyu, a western district at the city’s outskirts; it used to take more than one hour on the 
bus if you were lucky with the traffic. Despite all these changes, something remains 
constant: Guangzhou people still love watching Hong Kong’s television programs and 
consuming Hong Kong’s popular culture; these cultural products continue to define the 
Guangzhou people’s daily conversations and ways of life.  
 In December 2012, however, I noted a curious cultural change: for the first time in 
years, the sense of ‘locality’ (bentu rentong gan) started to become a widely shared 
concern in Guangzhou. More to my surprise, it was the younger generation who shared 
this concern the most; as a result, the Internet was the main venue to express their views, 
share their experiences and present themselves as ‘true locals’ of the city. My friends and 
relatives told me the schools were to blame because they had prohibited children from 
speaking Cantonese, even outside of class time. I later learned more about this through 
Guangzhou’s local media, including the state-owned newspapers, which have been 
extremely critical about this development. My friends and relatives were also critical of 
‘outsiders’ such as the taxi drivers working in the Guangzhou area because many of them 
could not speak Cantonese and knew very little about Guangzhou’s roads.  
 
My friends and family’s criticisms were also extended to the government. All the 
top provincial leaders are referred to as ‘lao lao’ (撈佬) – a Cantonese term to describe 
non-Cantonese Chinese and northern Chinese. The Guangzhou people believe these 
‘outsiders’ in authority are not favouring the locals because ‘they just listen to Beijing’. 
There was clearly a sense of grievance, dissatisfaction, and even agitation, among my 
friends and relatives. In order to preserve the local culture, some told me that they had 
taken the issue online and written extensively – in their personal blogs or discussion 
forums – about the issue of local cultural preservation. More importantly, they started 
typing their online entries in Cantonese, instead of using the official Mandarin.   
 
 As a result of these experiences, the issue of ‘identity’ started to come into my 
mind and to form as a viable research agenda to explore. While the issue of identity is not 
new to academia, Guangzhou’s experience presents an interesting site of inquiry because 
it is at the same time both straightforward and complicated. On the one hand, the identity 
issue in Guangzhou is straightforward because it is largely a place-based identity, or what 
this thesis calls a ‘geo-identity’: people’s sense of self and belonging to their geographic 
location (the city). On the other hand, the identity issue in Guangzhou is very 
complicated because, as this thesis examines, the sense of ‘locality’ in Guangzhou is not 
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static but undergoing constant reconfiguration. This sense of instability comes from a 
range of issues, such as: 
 
 the sky-high buildings in Guangzhou were built by migrant workers from 
different and often poorer parts of China 
 the financial capitals in the region have been mostly (at least during the 
1980s and 1990s) invested in by Hong Kong firms and returned overseas 
Chinese 
 the Guangzhou people have always and still love to watch Hong Kong 
television dramas and listen to Hong Kong’s Cantopop (and are not so 
interested in the northern Chinese media productions) 
 the city has been acting as the only trading port between China and the rest 
of the world for more than a century – it was China’s ‘Southern Gate’ to the 
outside world.  
 
At the same time, there is a sense of stability to the local identity. For example, 
Guangzhou has some of the oldest and richest cultural heritage, traditional rituals and 
humanistic histories that define its exclusive subjectivity in China. Further, as the hub of 
the Chinese diaspora, this ‘local’ culture has travelled far beyond Guangzhou and 
continues to define the way of life of many Chinese migrants living overseas – including 
me. 
 
The complexities of Guangzhou’s experience come, in part, from such factors as 
the city’s proximity with Hong Kong and the ‘outside world’, the influx of new migrants 
and the local people’s use of the Internet. However, the thrust to this identity question is a 
dialectic one with the nation state of China: How can we understand Guangzhou’s 
subjectivity within the broader national geography of China? More importantly, how does 
the overarching notion of nationhood affect the way that Guangzhou people define 
themselves? I have condensed these queries into a single question that becomes the core 
inquiry of this study: Who are Guangzhouers? 
 
The issues about Guangzhou’s identity, and its relationship with new media 
technologies, can be understood through the two logics of China’s economic reforms: 
‘decentralisation’ and ‘regionalisation’. As David Goodman (1994) put, these two logics 
have been the nature of China’s economic restructuring policies and social developments; 
and accordingly, local regions had different experiences over the reform years. Being far 
from the political centre of Beijing, but geographically and culturally close to Hong Kong 
and Macau, Guangzhou’s experience throughout the economic reform era contributed to 
the formation of a distinctive local identity. Such a sense of locality is, however, often in 
contestation with the homogeneous national identity that is orchestrated by China’s 
Central Government1. An understanding of the formation and negotiation of a Guangzhou 
place-based identity is an important intervention in thinking about the role of social 
media in mediating the formation of popular politics in an authoritarian state. 
 
This thesis investigates the presentation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity on Sina 
Weibo, one of the most popular social media platforms in China. The overarching 
research question is: How do people in Guangzhou use Sina Weibo to construct and 
negotiate their geo-identity? The argument builds on three premises. First, the Weibo 
platform offers built-in features that are related to Chinese people’s everyday lives in 
their local cities. Second, Weibo is hence constantly reproducing a sense of ‘locality’ and 
local subjectivity. Third, Weibo is the primary site to organise popular politics in China. 
The notion of geo-identity is therefore developed in the context of spatial tensions 
between ‘place’ and the nation state. In this study, the place is Guangzhou and the nation 
state is the discursive sense of nationhood orchestrated and imposed by the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP). This thesis presents specific examples of how the notion of geo-
identity is developed, negotiated and reconfigured on Weibo.  
 
While this is a study of communication technology, this thesis is not about how a 
particular technology has influenced humans; instead, the approach here sets out to 
explore ‘how materiality and sociality are constitutive of both activities and identities’ in 
                                               
1 The term ‘the Central Government’ specifically refers to ‘the Central People’s Government of the PRC’ 
(中华人民共和国中央人民政府), whereas ‘the central government’ refers to national/federal government 
in general. There are only three occasions this thesis uses the term ‘central government’ (pp. 29, 56 & 132).    
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the process of technological transformations (Wajcman, 2015, p. 33). This is what Judy 
Wajcman (2015, p. 33) would call ‘a relational approach’ that focuses on the question of 
how ‘technology and society are thus enacted together in a moving relational process 
achieved in daily “doings”’. Wajcman’s approach is informative because a major 
methodological contribution of this thesis is in developing an approach to understand 
how online data both reflect, and are defined by, the physical embodiment process 
between human and geography. In order to achieve this ambition, the analysis has three 
stages. First, it critically explores how the sociality of the site of study – Guangzhou – is 
constructed and has been transformed over time. Second, it thoroughly examines the 
materiality of the platform – Weibo – and its data (content). And third, it investigates the 
relational process between Weibo’s materiality and Guangzhou’s sociality, against the 
mega-political, social and economic backdrops in contemporary China. Specifically, two 
further questions arise: What can the digital information and data collected from Weibo 
tell us about Guangzhou? And how can we understand new media practices and 
communication culture on Weibo through the lens of human geography? This study aims 
to contribute to the scholarship of online political communication in an authoritarian 
state. By focusing on China’s sub-national regions, this study presents an analysis of 
Weibo, one that was previously thought to be a borderless service in China.  
 
Weibo,2 literally microblog, was launched at a time of rapid development and 
diffusion of digital media technologies in China. By July 2015, China had more than 668 
million Internet users with a penetration rate of 48.8% (CNNIC, 2015). To put this into 
context, the number of Internet users in China was just over one million at the beginning 
of 2000 (CNNIC, 2013). The expansion of information and communication technologies 
(hereafter ICTs) underlines rapidly changing social, economic, and cultural practices and 
structures. The Internet is integrated into the Chinese people’s everyday lives (Yang, 
2008). A critical highlight in recent years is the rapidly changing notion of news and 
information in terms of circulation and communication. Social media in the form of 
weibo has become a major venue for news delivery, consumption and engagement, and 
                                               
2 For writing convenience the term ‘Weibo’ refers to Sina Weibo and ‘weibo’ refers to the microblogging 
services in general. 
such practices are becoming highly mobile with the advance of telecommunication 
devices (smart phones). It seems like the practices of reading news, learning, information 
and, hence, socialising with others, can be done (technically at least) at any place and at 
any time.  
 
The rise of (mobile) social media reflects a fast evolving technology sector in China 
on the one hand and the decline of ‘older Internet services’ such as the blogosphere and 
discussion forums on the other. The service of weibo in particular has attracted both 
media and scholarly attention to its role in articulating state-public interaction in recent 
years. Weibo was first introduced by Sina.com (one of China’s largest online service 
providers) in 2009. Other major online providers, such as Netease, Tencent and Sohu, 
have also launched their own weibo throughout the years (Sullivan, 2012). This Twitter-
like service allows its users to share messages of up to 140 Chinese characters. Moreover, 
users can share visual images and video, attach URLs, and re-post and ‘LIKE’ messages 
that they find interest in. Unlike Twitter’s 140 alphabetical limits, 140 Chinese characters 
can convey nuances and a great deal of information (Hu, 2011; Sullivan, 2013).  
 
By the end of June 2014, weibo services in general had 275 million users (CNNIC, 
2014). Because of its global reach, Sina Weibo itself has more than 500 million registered 
accounts and 50 million active accounts (AFP, 2014). With the diffusion of mobile 
technologies, it is reported that more than 70 per cent of Sina Weibo users access their 
account via mobile devices. On 17 April 2014, Sina Weibo, under the symbol of ‘WB’, 
was officially listed and began trading on the NASDAQ Stock Market (Sheridan, 2014). 
This thesis focuses solely on Sina Weibo for its popularity and novelty as well as its 
prominent role in articulating social events and major public incidents in recent years.  
 
1. Weibo and Identity 
By presenting the Guangzhou case, this thesis explores relationships between the use of 
social media and the construction of ‘geo-identities’. On the one hand, I would like to 
present Guangzhou as a ‘unique case’ to explore the specific processes and experiences 
that come together to construct a regional subject in South China. On the other hand, 
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however, from a social media studies perspective, Guangzhou is used as a case study to 
develop a broad conceptual framework concerning the Internet, geography and sociality. 
These conceptual discussions all tie into the notion of ‘identity’, which has long been 
discussed in academic research. Claudia Bucciferro (2012, p. 2) writes, ‘the 
conceptualisation of identity and the self is an old matter for social inquiry, and relates to 
the arising of complex issues concerning people’s relationship to their environment’. The 
discussion of identity dates back to Aristotle, who believed that ‘human beings are 
endowed with an essential self … and that they faced an external, objective world that 
they could only apprehend through the senses’ (Bucciferro, p. 2). Bucciferro’s overview 
on identity scholarship highlights several important schools of thoughts that characterise 
the modern views of the sense of self. I will not review all the approaches here due to the 
scope of this thesis, but this study believes that one’s identity is both an internal process 
of knowing oneself and a process of performing or adjusting in accordance to others. 
Both processes, however, are conditioned by the broader social, economic and cultural 
context. As Goffman (1959) points out, one’s identity is constructed and adjusted in 
accordance with dominant social rules, by emphasising certain aspects and down-playing 
others, depending on the immediate situation. In discussing the narration of collective 
memory, Drzewiecka (2003, p.189) also argues that ‘collective memory is a highly 
contested sense-making process that shapes the present through a selective appropriation 
of the past in order to support cultural identities and political goals’.  
 
It is important to clarify that this study is not adopting a pure constructionist 
approach as the biological self continues to guide one’s act of impression management. 
Analyses must not only consider the fluidity of identities, but also in pursuit of a stable 
identity that is the driver for social and cultural practices (Ma, 1999); the research focus 
should be placed on the confluence of the two: on the one hand, the essentialist aspects of 
identities attempts to maintain stabilities in a changing environment; but on the other 
hand, the essentialist self must also learn to adapt to the situations in order to survive. 
Gender, religion and place are three of the most pervasive and stable sources of identity 
that one has to realise and negotiate with. In examining the formation of local identity 
and television in Hong Kong, Eric Ma (1999, p. 9) argues  
 While acknowledging the fluidity of identities, I would like to argue, with 
equal emphasis, that the urge for a stable identity is a persistent at recurrent 
drive in social and cultural practices … despite various attempts at 
deconstructing ahistorical identity claims, essentialist identities are still very 
popular among a wide variety of social and ethnic groups.   
 
This study agrees with Ma’s conceptualisation and attempts to investigate how 
Weibo triggers both pre-existing (essentialist) identity and constructed identity 
(situational) simultaneously. Therefore, the process of identification is the process of 
strategic communication that identity is formed through the communication with each 
other. Moving this argument forward, in the context of politics, identity is not merely the 
‘resource’ for political movements, but it guides the communicative processes (what 
needs to be emphasised, what needs to be avoided, and how to communicate through 
what platform) to achieve its specific goal.  
 
The scale of analysis is a sub-national region (a city), and therefore this thesis does 
not investigate the making of individuals’ identities but focuses on the formation of 
collective identity in the form of place-based ‘community’. A Guangzhou identity is 
therefore not about individual Guangzhouers’ self-identifications of who they are but 
more importantly their senses of collective belonging. The key concern is how a 
collective, place-based Guangzhou subjectivity is constructed, sustained and developed 
on Sina Weibo.  
 
2. Place, Identity and China’s spatial politics 
The distinction between ‘space’ and ‘place’ serves as a gateway to developing insights 
into identity formation in the social media age. The distinction is important within the 
discipline of geography (Relph, 1976; Casey, 1997; Harvey, 2000; Taylor, 2000; 
Cresswell, 2004; Soja, 2010; Agnew, 2011; Prieto, 2011). This thesis therefore draws on 
distinctions between space and place to assess the relationship between identity and new 
media. 
 
Italian geographer Franco Farinelli (cited in Agnew, 2011, p. 317) distinguishes 
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space and place as follows: 
 
Place … is a part of the terrestrial surface that is not equivalent to any other, 
that cannot be exchanged with any other without everything change. Instead 
with space [place as location] each part can be substituted for another without 
anything being altered.  
 
Farinelli says space is groundless, boundless, and even shapeless, because of its 
constructionist dimension; it is therefore highly abstract. Yet, space is inherently social 
and draws on the ‘material qualities that delimit its bounds’ (Sen and Silverman, pp. 2-3). 
Elsewhere Prieto (2011) says that space is constituted by sets of power relations: ‘space 
is … a dimension that has been produced by social force’ (Prieto, 2011, p. 17). Space 
expresses and displays dominance. In the contemporary world, spatial force is facilitated 
by the transnational flows of capital, population, cultural and media content and 
technologies (communication and transportation in particular).  
 
Place, in contrast, is grounded in a fixed physical location that contains certain 
specifications (Agnew, 2011; Sen and Silverman, 2013). This does not mean a place is 
static: as Sen and Silverman (2013, p. 3) note, ‘its existence can be either real or 
imagined and its meaning constantly reinterpreted and reclassified’. Prieto (2011, p. 15) 
takes up this point, emphasising the ‘experiential dimension.’ According to him a place is 
an expression of humanities and subjective transformation. Agnew (2013, p. 323) points 
out that ‘place is often associated with the world of the past and location/space with the 
world of the present and future’.  
 
The transnational feature of space disregards the geographical boundaries of places 
by linking the geographically disjoint of places with the same or similar networks. 
Edward Relph (1976) calls this ‘placelessness’, a term that refers to the conquering of 
place as modernity displaces traditional folk traditions. I will elaborate on the notion of 
placelessness in Chapter 4 to examine China’s spatial tensions. For now, the notion of 
placelessness indicates ‘the transcending of the past by overcoming the rootedness of 
social relations and landscape in place through mobility and in the increased similarity of 
everyday life from place to place’ (p. 324). In other words, space does not express power 
through coercive forces; rather, it achieves its domination through creating ‘sameness’; 
for instance, by constructing homogenous cultural, financial, legal, and social systems. 
The creation of sameness ultimately means the eradication of diversity and differences. 
Resistance also arises when places reject the homogenisation process and defend its 
subjectivity. This thesis focuses on Guangzhou, a place, and examines Guangzhou’s 
experience and transformation against the overall changes of the national space of China.  
             
Spatial tension has historical roots in China, which has one of the world’s oldest 
and most enduring systems of territorial hierarchy; its spatial administrative management 
system can be dated to the Han Dynasty (206 BC – 220 AD), when hierarchies were 
arranged vertically to ensure imperial decrees and central policy guidelines were 
disseminated throughout the district, the county and the township (Oakes and Schein, 
2006; J. Wang, 2002). The spatial arrangement aims to ‘prevent power from slipping 
from centre to the periphery’ (Whitney in J. Wang, 2007, p. 10). Such a spatial 
administrative structure and ruling philosophy was adopted by the CCP when it came to 
power in 1949. During the Maoist era, the government set up the hukou (permanent 
household registration) system to prevent the influx of the rural population into urban 
cities and to maintain the government’s overall societal controls (Cartier, 2001). The 
separation between rural and urban spheres, however, created a new spatial hierarchy in a 
‘pyramidal order’, from rural villages at the bottom of the scale to major urban cities on 
the top (Cartier, 2001). The opportunities to access social welfare, schooling and job 
security increase as one moves up the hierarchy. The hukou system prevails today as a 
measure to ensure agricultural productivity and to minimise the pressure on social 
services in the cities (Cartier, 2001). The hukou system, of course, goes hand in hand with 
the country’s economic structuring since the late 1970s because the agricultural-based 
rural villages support the development at the top (urban capital cities) of the hierarchy by 
supplying massive amounts of (cheap) labour and resources (such as land).  
 
Despite the different and contrasting living experience between the rural and urban 
spheres, the CCP has endeavoured to orchestrate a homogeneous national identity 
through the re-construction of collective-memories and sense of belonging to a nation. 
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On 29 November 2012, China’s president Xi Jinping proposed the idea of a Chinese 
Dream (Zhongguo meng). A core discourse in Xi’s speech about the Chinese Dream 
concept is national solidarity, that a ‘strong nation’ (under the leadership of the CCP) 
represents the fundamental interest for all Chinese people (Xinhua, 2012). Interestingly, 
Xi did not use the term Zhongguo (the People’s Republic of China, PRC) in his speech, 
but employed a broader term, zhonghua minzu (the Chinese), to emphasis unity and 
solidarity among all Chinese. The construction of a singular and indifferent (in terms of 
ethnicity, geography and social class) Chinese identity is an attempt to construct a 
homogenous and unified national identity to support the CCP’s governing legitimacy.  
 
Despite the fact that this concept is now widely upheld by party organs and 
glorified by the mainstream media, it was not uncontested. As will be discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 2, the concept was openly contested by Guangzhou’s Nanfang Media 
Group, which publishes some of the most outspoken newspapers that pursue investigative 
journalism (Zhao, 2008; Yu, 2009). One of Nanfang’s newspapers, Southern Weekly 
initially offered a critical interpretation in their special New Year commentary about Xi’s 
notion by pointing to China’s urgent social issues, such as income inequality, pollution 
and corruption, as the major obstacles in realising Xi’s political rhetoric. This version was 
never published; it was rejected by the provincial Propaganda Department. The media 
censorship triggered dissatisfaction and anger among Southern Weekly’s and Nanfang 
Group’s journalists who walked out of their jobs to protest against the decision. The 
journalists also used Weibo to express their anger and announce the strike. The strike 
received widespread public support in Guangzhou, and Guangzhou people joined the 
rally, both on Weibo and outside Nanfang’s headquarter.  
 
The incident clearly reveals the government’s intention to unify national discourse 
(in their rhetoric of Xi Jinping’s Chinese Dream) and how they exert power through 
institutional management. But such process is not without contest. The Southern Weekly 
incident illustrates the co-existing but competing views about the idea of a nation. Instead 
of a single dream, there are many dreams in China. As Mingming Wang (1995, p. 33) 
writes, the idea about place (difang) is ‘intrinsic to the Chinese formation of social space 
and … ways of being in society’. The rationales of regionalised economic and social 
systems indicate the significance of local places and their relevance to the people’s 
everyday lives remains vibrant and important. Although the use of Weibo expanded the 
scope and reaches of the issues and brought unconnected individuals together, it was a 
clash between disjointed central ideology and local experience that triggered an 
escalation of the incident in Guangzhou. 
 
 The use of Weibo in the Southern Weekly case highlights a tension between 
journalists and their governing bodies (the government).Weibo exemplifies centre–local 
tensions. In order to examine Weibo’s role in (re)configuring a local identity in 
Guangzhou, this thesis draws on three main points of intellectual origin: the scholarship 
about Chinese media; the conceptual disjuncture between China’s cultural geography and 
Chinese media studies; and online data. The first point was the recognition that much of 
the scholarship about Chinese media in general, and the Chinese Internet in particular, 
tends to refer to a control versus resistance approach. An advantage of such an approach 
is the recognition of the state in commanding the social, cultural and economic 
developments in China. I will take up this point later in this thesis. The second pivotal 
concern was the conceptual disjuncture between China’s cultural geography and Chinese 
media studies. While both disciplines are reasonably well developed and established 
areas in academia, with a handful of notable exceptions (Sun and Chio, 2012), the two 
disciplines have rarely been brought together to understand the complex and dynamic 
relationships between locality, media and cultural formation. The general separation of 
the two disciplines creates a knowledge gap for two reasons. The first reason is a 
historical one: as mentioned earlier, the issues of locality and place have been defining 
Chinese politics since ancient dynasties. Second, the advent of locative media 
reinvigorates a sense of spatiality in users’ daily communications. As will be elaborated 
in Chapter 1, there is a renewed interest within academia to conceptualise new media 
technology from a geo-spatial perspective; this is still lacking in the field of Chinese 
digital media studies. This leads to the third point of intellectual origin this thesis draws 
on, which is about methodology. The advent of social media provides a new opportunity 
for researchers to collect and interrogate online data in an unprecedented way and scale. 
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Online data offers great opportunities for researchers to critically interrogate the social 
relationships and power interplays between the state, platforms and users. By locating 
these complex interactions against the immediate social and political circumstance, they 
provide new insights to understand the formation of new cultural practices and social 
values.  
 
In order to comprehend the nuance of the data, the thesis uses framing analysis to 
examine Weibo data collected from three different case studies: the pro-Cantonese protest 
in 2010, a longitudinal study of a Guangzhou Weibo group, and the anti-Japan protest in 
Guangzhou in 2012. When the Central Government attempted to marginalise the local 
Cantonese language in 2010, and later when it endorsed the nationwide anti-Japan 
nationalistic demonstrations in 2012, both campaigns met with strong local resistance. 
Weibo’s role is not merely to disseminate protest related information; instead, Weibo was 
used to construct and reinforce a local community (on the Internet) that provided shared 
spaces, resources, and routinised practices. When there is no major social controversy, 
Weibo continues to play a key role in sustaining such community and allows a kind of 
cultural collectivity that connects with Guangzhouers’ everyday lives. Weibo helps 
Guangzhouers to make sense of the social controversies during major (new) media 
events, and to connect individuals on an everyday basis.  
 
The use of Weibo both articulates a sense of locality and people’s embodiment of 
place, and hence a sense of self and belonging. During these processes of identification, 
Weibo allows political participation, helping Guangzhouers to realise and exercise their 
citizenry rights and responsibilities through their online experience. A more profound 
implication is that the realisation of citizenry rights and responsibility in China 
transforms into an effort to re-narrate and re-negotiate the meaning of a national identity. 
A city in China (Guangzhou) is not only organising its sense of locality, it also 
encourages a redefinition of ‘the nation’ from a local perspective.  
 
The thesis contributes to the broader conversation in the field of political 
communication and online polity in China. The study enriches the understanding of the 
role of digital media, in particular social network media, in human society. Specifically, it 
opens up a new approach to examine the Internet’s role in an authoritarian state and 
shows that the Internet brings gradual political changes through the formation of a sense 
of self and community, rather than bringing immediate structural transformation to the 
political system. 
 
3. Thesis outline 
Chapter 1, ‘Geo-identity and China’s Internet’ sets to develop a theoretical framework 
that places ‘geo-identity’ at the centre of the analysis. In order to do so, it first provides a 
literature review of the current scholarship on Chinese Internet studies. The literature 
review has two functions: first, to understand the Internet in the Chinese society over 
time and hence, locate Weibo within this technological development; second, to point out 
the current literature gap by drawing on the renewed scholarly interest in Internet 
geography. By drawing on China’s historical spatial administration systems, this chapter 
argues that the sub-national region is a more viable scale for this study because that is 
where people live, work and socialise. Consequently, the transformation of place is both 
visible and tangible. Hence, the investigation of Weibo should be located within these 
spatial logics and reasons and to reconsider the online orientations, representations and 
politics in China as one about spatiality. 
 
Chapter 2, ‘Guangzhou under reform – a transformative place’, is a brief historical 
overview of Guangzhou and its surrounding region. This chapter aims to conceptualise 
Guangzhou as a place where ‘translocality’ shapes social and cultural values of the region. 
Weibo therefore must be located within Guangzhou’s social and economic changes 
throughout the economic reform era (post-1978). Relevant geo-cultural and geo-social 
transformations of the region are introduced to contextualise the consumption of Weibo 
and how these pre-existing geo-specifics intertwine with Weibo’s technical features to 
reinforce a sense of locality.  
 
Chapter 3, ‘Researching Weibo: design and methods’, sets out the design of this 
study and introduces the methodology used for investigation. This thesis takes a case-
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study approach to investigate the research question using online data collection as the 
principal research method and framing analysis as the principal analytical method. By 
articulating the rationale of the three chosen case studies and their organisations, this 
chapter outlines the data collection processes and methods for the case studies, and then 
introduces framing analysis. I argue that the notion of ‘a frame’ captures rich information 
about the formation of identity, the process of deliberation and interactivity between 
social actors in their online exchanges.  
 
Chapter 4, ‘The formation of resistance identity – the pro-Cantonese protest and 
Sina Weibo’, provides the first case study. The chapter examines the pro-Cantonese 
protest in Guangzhou in 2009. It aims to investigate the role of Weibo in articulating 
identity politics in the form of ‘defensiveness’ in Guangzhou. When the provincial 
government attempted to abolish Cantonese broadcasting on Guangzhou Television, 
Weibo facilitated the formation of a defensive community to resist the Central 
Governments’ effort. Weibo not only provided an alternative sphere or resources to 
support the protest, but the Weibo sphere constantly interacted with the geo-place of 
Guangzhou to enact shared social practices and cultural values to be materialised for the 
purpose of the popular protest.  
 
Building on the defensive identity that emerged from events in the previous chapter, 
Chapter 5, ‘Remaking Guangzhou – place-making on Sina Weibo’, examines how the 
geo-identity formed in the pro-Cantonese protest was sustained and prolonged after the 
protest. This chapter draws on the concept of ‘place-making’ by integrating it within a 
digital context. The analysis concerns the everydayness of Weibo consumption in relation 
to sustaining a cultural identity that is under constant political interference from the state. 
This chapter studies Weibo groups in Guangzhou, online communities that normally 
provide leisure and entertainment information about Guangzhou. It looks at how they 
constantly construct and negotiate a Guangzhou identity on a daily basis. It is found that 
Guangzhou’s local identity is sustained and constantly negotiated within the realms of 
popular culture and consumption culture. The consumerist preferences of food, 
entertainment venue, touristic destination and media culture, embody social norms and 
values as well as Guangzhouers’ perception about self and others.  
 
Chapter 6, ‘In the name of nationalism – towards a project identity’, explores how a 
Guangzhou identity is turning from a mere ‘defensive’ nature to what Castells coins the 
‘project identity’. This chapter draws on the political debate of ‘citizenship’ in China, and 
argues that the display of online nationalism over the years is closely related to the notion 
of guomin (national belonging) rather than gongmin (citizen); the former emphasises 
individual’s obligations and services to the nation state and the latter focuses on selfhood 
and individual’s rights of social security and political participation. The territorial dispute 
between China and Japan over the Diaoyu Island (the Senkaku Islands in Japanese) in 
mid-2012 triggered nationwide nationalist protests in China. Guangzhou was one of the 
major sites of protest. With nationally shared outrage against the foreign force (Japan in 
this case), cyber nationalism was exploited to draw attention to Guangzhou’s local 
identity. The rise of a local self during a nationalism-driven movement is intriguing 
because it underscores the rejection and disagreement with the notion of guomin. When 
the anti-Japan protest suspended Guangzhou people’s daily routine and damaged business 
and private properties there, the notion of guomin lost its legitimacy and relevancy. 
Weibo did not simply facilitate yet another cyber-nationalism campaign in Guangzhou; 
instead, it helped Guangzhouers to realise and deliberate on their individual rights and 
duties as Chinese citizens. 
 
The concluding chapter reviews the major discussions and findings of this thesis 
and locates the research and the geographic framework within major technical and social 
developments around the world. As the thesis was being written, in 2014, serious local-
centre interplays were capturing global media’s headlines. At the same time, Weibo was 
no longer the most popular social media platform in China; new services such as WeChat 
were dominating in the market. This chapter draws on these developments and argues 
that the approach of geography has the capacity to examine social media use and the 
formation of identity in a cross-platform and inter-regional perspective. The thesis 
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concludes with some observations on the potential development of the geographic 
approach for digital media studies.  
  
Chapter 1  
Geo-identity and China’s Internet 
 
On 20 April 2014, the CCP’s mouthpiece, The People’s Daily, celebrated the twentieth 
anniversary of China’s Internet connecting to the global network (on 20 April 1994) on its 
official Sina Weibo homepage3. In the post, The People’s Daily listed major achievements 
of China’s Internet: China has the biggest online population in the world (618 million by 
the end of 2013); Tian Mao, an e-store, had made more than ¥35 billion (about $5.6 
billion USD) worth of transactions on 11 November 2013; three of China’s online service 
providers were among the top ten providers in the world; the number of ‘fans’ of Yao 
Chen’s Weibo account (66 million fans), a famous Chinese actress, was more than the 
general population of the United Kingdom and France combined. Towards the end, the 
post asked: how has the Internet changed your life?  
 
The post highlights the centrality of the Internet in articulating China’s social 
transformation over the past twenty years. The rise of consumerism and popular culture 
go hand in hand with the technical advancement of communication technologies. What 
the post omits however is the political dimension. The Internet has played a critical role 
in staging social discontent and political engagement from below. The aspects that The 
People’s Daily’s post did not cover are the subject of much research in the field of 
Chinese media and communication studies (see Yang, 2009; Yu, 2009; Sullivan, 2012, 
2014 as notable examples). 
 
By critically reviewing the existing studies in social media use in the area of 
identity construction and management, this chapter indicates how this thesis will 
contribute to addressing gaps in the present body of knowledge through a foregrounding 
of geography. The PRC provides an excellent site to extend the notion of ‘identity 
construction’ and ‘social media use’ to political engagement and communication. The 
thesis is located within an interdisciplinary field of research that includes social media 
                                               
3 http://weibo.com/p/1001593701452227908428, accessed on 25 April 2014 
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studies, China studies (area studies), cultural studies and political communication. In 
reviewing the current literature on SNS use and identity construction, I argue that the ‘use 
of Weibo’ must be located within a geographic framework to understand the related social 
practices, online culture, and communicative structures on Weibo. Weibo needs to be 
understood within the broader scholarship of social media, in particular those of Twitter 
(Weibo started up as a ‘clone’ of Twitter, which is blocked in China). As the thesis 
progresses, it will become clear that Weibo is not simply another Twitter.  
 
This chapter explains ‘geo-identity’ in relation to Weibo use. I develop a theoretical 
framework that foregrounds geo-identity at the centre of the analysis. The first section 
locates Weibo within the broader literature of social media use. I draw on Raymond 
Williams’ cultural analysis to explore the issue of power relations in the process of social 
media use and the formation of identity, by stating that the online practice of profile 
management is often an act of resistance and community formation. However, the 
formation of new culture and identity intriguingly has a spatial dimension. The second 
section then draws on the renewed interest in the field of Internet geography to re-
approach Weibo from a spatial perspective. In order to a appreciate the significance of the 
spatial aspect of the discussion, I note China’s history of spatial management and politics, 
as well as some contemporary economic and technological development, to understand 
the tensions between the powerful central state (dominated by CCP elites) and local cities 
(where ordinary Chinese live and conduct their daily lives).  
 
In the third section I introduce the notion of geo-identity and the geographical 
framework that informs the research design (see Chapter 3) and the three case studies 
(Chapters 4-6) of this thesis. A geo-identity framework is interested in how Weibo 
mediates the practice of (re)making of Guangzhou, and hence how such a process 
develops Guangzhou people’s sense of self and their sense of belonging to the city. The 
question of identity and community is not merely about how ‘like-minded’ people gather 
together for mutual support, but how such interactions must be scaled by the geographical 
place and the technological space.  
 
1. Weibo as a social network site (SNS) 
1.1 cultural domination and resistance on SNS 
The advent of the Internet, together with SNS, has changed social interaction (Ellison and 
boyd, 2013). The term ‘social network’ does not merely indicate a new way of 
communication and socialisation but fundamentally it underscores the process of 
community formation. Definitions of SNS are mainly driven by the diverse functions and 
multi-purposed uses of the platform. José van Dijck (2013, p.8) focuses on this aspect of 
connectivity and defines SNS as sites that ‘primarily promote interpersonal contact, 
whether between individuals or groups; they forge personal, professional, or geo-
graphical connections and encourage weak ties’. Ties and connectivity between users are 
facilitated by the changing nature of information. In examining Twitter, Weller  et al. 
(2014, p. xxx) state that an SNS like Twitter ‘is increasingly used as a source of real-time 
information and a place for debate in news, politics, business, and entertainment’. SNS is 
the space of socialisation and interpersonal exchange, where collective responses and 
opinions can be formed, contested and revised over time.  
 
Dhiraj Murthy (2013) puts it another way: SNSs do not aim to share information; 
its power lies in a capacity to provoke regular engagements from users (status updates, 
tweets, comments and reposts). Therefore, to ‘Facebook’, to tweet and to weibo are 
inherently social activities: they are the routinised practices that constitute people’s 
everyday lives. In highlighting the social functioning of media technologies, Christian 
Fuchs (2014, p.37) comments: ‘media are not technologies, but techno-social systems’. In 
order to define SNS, an understanding of sociality is required (Fuchs, 2014). In 
synthesising these perspectives, Ellison and boyd define SNSs (2013, p.158) as follows:  
 
A social network site is a networked communication platform in which 
participants 1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied 
content, content provided by other users, and/or system-level data; 2) can 
publicly articulate connections that can be viewed and traversed by others; 
and 3) can consume, produce, and/or interact with streams of user-generated 
content provided by their connections on the site. (authors’ emphasis)  
 
This provides a useful definition. It highlights three features of SNSs: identity 
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management, connectivity and user-generated content; furthermore, the definition 
underpins the intricate inter-relationship among these three aspects. SNSs provide 
autonomy for users to tailor and manage their personal online profiles. The act of profile 
management, as Erving Goffman’s concept of ‘impression management’ (1973) reminds 
us, must be located within the web of social relations. SNS users’ online profile cannot be 
defined without understanding the social networks facilitated and reinforced by SNSs. 
Moreover, the online connectivity and the act of profile management are supported by 
user-generated content that is created, shared, and engaged by SNS users. SNSs, in 
general, rely on user-generated content to sustain popularity, novelty and a user base. In 
writing about YouTube, Burgess and Green (2013, p.4) note that users supply the content, 
‘which in turn brings new participants and new audiences’. These user-oriented activities, 
as van Dijck (2013, p.115) argues, ‘were associated with cultural citizenship and 
participatory culture’. This kind of participatory culture has far reaching implications and 
social functions that go beyond merely the pleasure of consuming popular culture. But 
during extreme events, such as social crisis and natural disasters, SNSs render the space 
for community building and mutual support, helping individuals to make sense of the 
situation (Murthy, 2013; Bruns and Burgess, 2014).  
 
Studies report that a main motivation of using SNS resides in the users’ capacity 
and freedom to construct and manage self-presentation (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe, 
2007; Krämer and Winter, 2008; Mehdizadeh, 2010). Similar motivation is noted in the 
use of Weibo (Zhang and Pentina, 2012). This is particularly evident among social groups 
whose identities are marginalised and stigmatised by mainstream society. Many works 
have explored the link between social media use and the construction of stigmatised and 
marginalised identities, such as the LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans-gender) 
community (Mowlabocus, 2010; Duguay 2014), African American women (Mehra, 
Merkel and Peterson, 2004), migrant workers (Qiu, 2009), people with eating disorders 
(Newby, 2012), and people with physical and intellectual disabilities (Guo, Bricout and 
Huang, 2005; Shpigelman, Reiter, and Weiss, 2008). These studies express a vision of 
empowerment, namely that the Internet can, to a certain extent, provide support for 
individuals to manage and even to resist social stigmas that are imposed on them, and 
help them to develop mutual support networks. At the same time, these studies reveal that 
the practices and processes of identity management in general, and in the context of 
social media in particular, are located within societies that are asymmetrically organised 
around dominant interests. Social media allows individuals from the sub-dominant social 
groups to come together much easier to form their own support community.  
 
The issue of ‘cultural domination’ is taken up by Raymond Williams (1958, 1977, 
and 1980). By drawing on Marx, Williams’ works focus on the formation of cultures, and 
he developed a framework to explore power struggles between the so-called elite high 
culture and ordinary mass culture. His works challenges ‘many of that elite culture’s 
central assumptions’ at the time (Higgins, 1999, p. 2). The key premises of Williams’ 
cultural analysis is two-fold: first, ‘culture’ is a term that carries tension and power 
struggle; culture is ‘the product of the old leisured classes’ (Higgins, 1999, p. 93), who 
use their culture for domination, cultivation, and to impose disciplines and rules. 
Alternatively, culture is the ‘inheritance of the new rising class, which contains the 
humanity of the future’ (p. 93). Williams dismisses the idea that one culture (usually a 
more powerful one) can define another culture’s values and subjectivity (Gallagher, 
1992); instead, ‘every human has its own shape, its own purposes, and its own meanings’ 
(Williams, 1989, p. 93). Nevertheless, the force of domination is constantly attempting to 
marginalise the way of life of the new ‘rising classes’, whose values and practices might 
be outside the dominant status quo. Hence, Williams sees culture as ‘a way of life’ that is 
constantly interacting with the overall structural changes: people’s way of life is ‘a 
general reaction’ to the general and major changes to the conditions of life (1958, p. 285). 
  
In order to examine the structural dynamics of culture, Williams proposed three 
types of analytical categories: dominant, residual and emerging culture. Even though 
Williams’ works consistently try to dignify the subjectivity of ‘ordinary cultures’, he 
(1980, pp. 42-43) acknowledges that most human practices are organised around a 
dominant culture: ‘in any society, in any particular period, there is a central system. 
Williams’ discussion of dominant culture reflects Gramsci’s ‘hegemony’. Despite the fact 
that hegemony is by definition always dominant, Williams (1977, p. 113) pointed out that 
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it is neither exclusive nor total. The idea of ‘dominant’ to Williams is not equivalent to 
the act of oppression and manipulation through the use of coercive forces; instead, the 
term ‘dominant’ is about centrality, the very social and cultural positioning of such a 
dominant way of life. The dominant culture is achieved and sustained through the process 
of incorporation (1980, p. 39), which indicates it is ‘never either total or exclusive’ (1977, 
p. 113). Dominant culture sustains itself because of its ability to incorporate opposition 
and alternatives, its ability to reinterpret or dilute oppositional and alternative practices 
and put them into some forms to support, or at least not to contradict the effective 
dominant culture (1980, p. 39). 
 
By residual culture, Williams (1980, p. 40) refer to those experiences, meanings 
and values, ‘which cannot be verified or cannot be expressed in terms of the dominant 
culture’. Nevertheless, they continue to exist and practice ‘on the basis of the residual … 
of some previous social formation’. The tension between the dominant culture and 
residual culture is that over time the dominant culture will attempt to incorporate at least 
part of the residual culture; this is because ‘a dominant culture cannot allow too much of 
this kind of practice and experience outside itself, at least not without risk (p. 41). 
Residual culture, as Williams (1977, p. 123) points out, will be incorporated by the 
dominant culture in the forms of exclusion, dilution and discrimination, until such time as 
it will no longer be deemed as a threat to the dominant interests. However, Williams also 
indicates that dominant culture cannot incorporate the entirety of residual culture; not 
every aspect of the residual culture can be incorporated in a way to support the meanings 
and values of the dominant culture (some might even contradict the dominant values). At 
the same time, the process of incorporation can hardly be done without resistance and 
oppositions. As Williams points out, residual culture will continue to claim the legitimacy 
of its existence (outside of the dominant culture) through drawing on its past and 
historical continuity. In other words, those residual cultures that cannot be incorporated 
by the dominant culture will need to find a way to survive, to resist the possible 
exclusion, marginalisation and suppression from the dominant class.  
 
In order to survive, residual culture that cannot be incorporated by the dominant 
culture needs to transform, to come up with something new and creative, to sustain their 
cultural subjectivity and relevancy to society. Hence, they become what Williams would 
call the ‘emergent culture’. Emergent culture is more like a new stage of cultural 
formation. Emergent culture is the creation of ‘new meanings and values, new practices, 
new relationships and kind of relationship’ (Williams, 1977, p. 123). The notion of 
emergent culture is at the heart of Williams’ cultural analysis because while the term 
‘culture’ was once ‘the pastime of the old leisured classes’, it is now ‘the inheritance of 
the new rising class’ (1958, p. 306). By using the example of the rise of the working-class 
in England during the Industrial Revolution, Williams (1958, p. 313) points out that 
working-class culture does not refer to a kind of ‘proletarian art, or council houses, or a 
particular use of language; it is rather the basic collective idea, and the institutions, 
manners, habits of thought, and intention which proceed form this’. Hence, emergent 
culture is not individualisation; it is inherently social. Working class-culture in England, 
for example, is about the creation of democratic institutions that brings individual 
workers together, and empowers workers as a whole rather than individuals, to resist the 
prejudice and stigmatisation imposed by the dominant class, and to provide an alternative 
response that narrates their subjectivity. 
 
In the case of social media, the rise of virtual culture does not necessarily facilitate 
the contentious politics between the mainstream and the marginalised, between the state 
and the individual; instead, John Hartley and Jason Potts believe digital media facilitates 
the formation of ‘we’-groups through the symbolic exchanges of language. As 
Papacharissi (2010, p.132) argues, ‘within this private sphere, the citizen is alone, but not 
lonely or isolated. The citizen is connected, and operates in a mode and with political 
language determined by him or her’. Thus, the private sphere is empowering and liberal 
by providing the autonomy for one to engage into politics in his/her own (personal) way. 
The practice of storytelling acts as a glue that binds individuals to a specifically defined 
purpose (Hartley and Potts, 2014, p. 37).  
 
The formation of emergent culture requires ongoing in-group deliberation among 
its members: ‘culture and stories are mechanisms for transmitting cooperation and social 
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learning’ (p. 81). The in-group value and norm are gradually taken up by individuals who 
will eventually pick up knowledge and practices. Amy Gutmann (2007) argues that the 
rules and values of an identity group are not static, but open for ongoing deliberation 
among its members. Hence, Hartley and Potts (2014, p. 81) write that for a group to 
survive over time and space, it must fight off selfish genes to promote in-group 
cooperation. While culture is the mechanism of group-forming (Hartley and Potts, 2014, 
p. 37) members must learn about the code, the language, the symbolic representation for 
in-group communication through the processes of cooperation (Hartley and Potts, 2014) 
and deliberation (Gutmann, 2007). This is why Williams (1958, p. 301) states that ‘any 
real theory of communication is a theory of community’. On the one hand, 
communication ‘becomes a science of penetrating the mass mind’ (p. 301); but 
communication in the form of storytelling ‘offers a challenge (potential innovation) to the 
very constitution of polities’ (Hartley and Potts, 2014, p. 39). 
 
In the case of China, online communication (in various genres) plays a critical role 
in shaping the formation of emergent culture that may challenge policies within an 
authoritarian state. Even before social media, mobile phones’ short text message (SMS) 
services challenged the Chinese government’s authority and credibility in public health 
management during the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak in 2003 
(Yu, 2009; R. Ma, 2005). The Internet in China has become a venue of melodrama, 
allowing personal storytelling, light-hearted satire and consumerist choices to flourish. 
Herold (2011, p.22) describes China’s Internet as a ‘wild place’ because its users ‘engage 
in an endless variety of activities’. Among all the practices, personal storytelling in 
particular connects private and public spaces, and personal and social concerns, together. 
Voices about individuals’ experiences and emotions are presented in the form of open 
public blogs, where inter-personal connections are built and communities are formed on 
the bases of shared concern, grievances and even common experience. Both Yang’s 
(2009) study of a hepatitis-B carrier and Yu’s (2009) study of AIDS patients show the 
changing practice of politics on China’s blogosphere. Yang (2009, p.21) calls these online 
entries ‘Internet autobiographies’, which are personal and private in nature. But these 
private concerns are voiced in a public space of the Internet, where reading, reposting and 
talking about these stories become new socialising practices.  
 
A major technical development of the Internet in recent years is the rise of locative 
services, and that portability is a defining feature of many social media services. High 
mobility makes SNSs like Facebook and Twitter important communication networks 
during times of contentious politics, globally. In studying the Egyptian Revolution in 
2011, Eltantawy and Wiest (2011, p.1215) found that protesters frequently used Twitter to 
document their experience through tweets and hashtags, and these textual transmissions 
served two functions: first, to develop internal communications between the protesters, 
and, second, to facilitate external communication providing ‘activists and the outside 
world with minute-by-minute updates’ in order to gain moral and material supports from 
international communities.  
 
Weibo in particular is notable for its early entry into the mobile apps market soon 
after its initial launch in 2009. The increased portability of Weibo greatly enhanced the 
time and speed of news circulation in China. According to CNNIC (2013), by the end of 
2012, weibo constituted 48.2% of Internet activities on mobile phone in China, increasing 
from 38.5% in 2011. In 2014, Weibo reports that more than 70% of its users used Weibo 
through their mobile devices. Weibo could be seen as an example of what Martijn de 
Waal (2014) called ‘urban media’ that contribute to the formation of new publics in an 
urban city space. By ‘urban media’, de Waal (p.3) mainly refers to those portable devices, 
mobile operating systems and smartphone apps that are equipped with locative services 
and sensor networks. The spatial aspect of these media technologies are essential for 
users to define, tailor and personalise their experience of living in an urban city. De Waal 
believes these urban media seem to have reinforced the trend toward ‘parochialisation’, a 
term de Waal draws from the sociologist Lyn Lofland’s (1973) concept of ‘parochial 
sphere’. Parochial sphere refers to those places in a city where like-minded people meet 
and gather, and it can be recognised by ‘a sense of commonality among acquaintances 
and neighbours who are involved in interpersonal networks that are located within 
“communities”’ (de Waal, 2014, p. 10). Urban media facilitate the formation of parochial 
domains in a city space because of the attached filtering function; users can select the 
 27 
 
kind of people they want to meet and the type of communities they would prefer to 
engage with through the use of urban media (de Waal, 2014).  
 
However, the formation of community is not merely enacted by people’s sense of 
common interest, shared lifestyles and values. Urban media re-maps the city space to 
allow a sense of spatiality. De Waal (2014, p. 79) uses the example of Grindr, a dating 
mobile app for gay men, to illustrate this point. Although the subcultural community of 
gay men is facilitated by Grindr’s ability to link people with similar lifestyles and 
preferences, and hence using the app with similar purposes (dates, meeting up, and 
chats), the key aspect Grindr enacts is a sense of spatiality of the community for its users 
– where each other is, how far they are from each other, and which area has a higher (and 
lower) concentration of diverse individuals in the city. Grindr is, then, re-making the city 
for the individuals who belong to this subculture. Urban media facilitates the gay-
parochial domains by constructing a sense of geography of the city.  
 
De Waal’s discussion of Grindr on the one hand confirms the previous discussion 
that the formation of a parochial domain is a process of social learning and negotiation, 
yet on the other hand, it adds a spatial dimension. De Waal’s study points out that not 
every member in the subculture has a clear understanding of the geographical spread of 
their community. The role of urban media is not only to facilitate connectivity between 
individuals, but to teach individuals to learn about the geography of their own 
community. The rise of mobile Internet and the locative based services (LBS) in recent 
years has triggered a renewed interest in ‘shifting the focus away from placeless flows 
and back to geography’ (Nitins and Collis, 2013, p.69) in the field of social media 
research. Geographic place is playing a prominent role in articulating the formation of 
community. This has significant implications for the study of Weibo. The next section, 
therefore, addresses recent works in the conceptualisation of ‘Internet geography’ and 
why the recent academic focus has great relevance to understanding Weibo’s role within 
Chinese society.  
 
2. A geo-identity framework 
This section aims to develop a geo-identity framework for this thesis to understand the 
formation of identity in relation to social media use and geographic embodiment. The 
term ‘geo-identity’ is the place-based identity that refers to people’s sense of self and 
belonging to a geographic place. Cartier (2001) defines a place identity as the 
‘geographic imagination’ created by people who live in, or travel to, a particular place. 
Further, by drawing on Massey’s (1995) theorisation of place, Cartier also uses place 
identity as the metaphor to define the intersecting social relations between the locals and 
the outsiders in a particular geographic location. Cartier (2001) further emphasises the 
inherent scale issues that are implied in Massey’s conceptualisation by stating that the 
intersecting social activities are ‘transcalar’ in nature. In other words, local people do not 
simply encounter ‘the outside world’ in a general sense, but specifically, they most often 
have to deal with those people who come from a different, either lower or higher, 
economic and social scale. Therefore, it is fair to say that the local/outsider social 
relations that define the formation of a geo-identity are most often asymmetric in nature 
because of the unequal political and economic powers between places and different levels 
of geographic scale. As a consequence, the dialectic relations that define the formation of 
a geo-identity can be contentious at times; overcoming this requires ongoing 
deliberations, not only between the locals and outsiders, but also among the local 
members of the geo-community. To press this line of analysis further, a geo-identity is 
then not merely the symbolic representation of a geographic location; rather, this 
geographic imagination is constituted by the competing sets of cultural values and social 
norms that define the local people’s sense of being and guides their daily way of life.  
 
To follow the above interpretation, there are at least three advantages of having 
such an approach to study China. First, a geographic approach can closely examine 
people’s everyday lives and it pinpoints the ordinary aspect of digital media use and 
culture. Second, a geographic approach speaks to China’s historical logics and its mode 
of development. Third, a geographic approach locates both the subject of the analysis 
(social media) and the scale of the analysis (city) within the asymmetrical spatial 
structures and systems. In order to develop the geo-identity framework, the following 
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sections will first locate the issue of identity against those conceptual debates about the 
Internet and geography, in particular, the notion of a placeless cyberspace. By pointing 
out there is a renewed interest in the field of Internet geography, I will then consider 
some of China’s own historical significance and backdrop on the issue of identity and 
spatiality. At here, I specifically draw on Manuel Castells’ notion of ‘the space of flows’ 
to examine China’s spatial politics and administrative system. I argue that the dominant 
culture in China is constructed through the official imagination of a national geography 
by suppressing and marginalising the relevancy of local places. In this sense, the space of 
flows in China is the mega political structure that serves the interest of the ruling CCP, 
while geo-identity is people’s critical response to this ruling mechanism. 
 
2.1 A placeless cyberspace?  
The issue of identity has captured attention from many disciplines, including, but not 
limited to, sociology (Goffman, 1973), cultural studies (Hall, 1992), social movement 
studies (Melucci, 1996; Gutmann, 2009) and sociolinguistic analysis (Nietzsche, 1989). A 
common observation made in these diverse fields is that identity is not merely a cognitive 
recognition of the self; the process of identification is the ongoing interaction and 
negotiation between the essential biological being (the body) and the social functioning 
and situations that the body locates within (Bucciferro, 2012, p.7-9). Castel (2010) ls for 
example, uses Catalonia to illustrate that the act of identity management is a complex 
historical process of power interplays. Catalonia is one of the most autonomous regions 
in Spain, and the region has recently (2014) experienced conflict with the Spanish central 
government in Madrid. Castells has examined the region’s history, language, ritual and 
cultures to highlight the unique local subjectivity. He points out (2009, p. 52) that a 
Catalonian identity is ‘not an invented identity’, instead, this identity is ‘a given human 
community, mainly organised around language, but with a great deal of territorial 
continuity as well, and with a tradition of indigenous political democracy and self-
government’. Castells’ analysis here illustrates that the act of identity is an attempt to 
preserve the continuity of a residual culture across time and to maintain its relevancy 
against a more powerful nation state. This line of inquiry resonates with Eric Ma’s (1999) 
argument that it is the urge for a stable identity that drives social and cultural practices 
because the thrust of identity formation lays in the internal desire of reaffirmation at a 
time of changes. 
 
Since the 1990s, however, the issue of identity has been further complicated by the 
rapid expansion of the Internet and computing technologies as the new technologies have 
alter our sense of geography and spatiality. As Crang and S. Graham (2007:190) note, 
during the early 1990s there was a sense of loss of ‘physicality and locality’ in the 
common perception of cyberspace. Frances Cairncross pronounced ‘the death of distance’ 
in 1997 by arguing that new telecommunication technologies have revolutionised our 
ways of life and how we conduct business. Bill Gates made a similar argument in his co-
authored book The Road Ahead (1995), which focuses on a future that is profoundly 
changed by the coming of the information superhighway, As Stephen Graham (2004, p. 
17) points out, during the 1990s new media technologies and the (physical) city were cast 
as separate realms: ‘the former was an agent effectively at war with any activity which 
generated the need, or desire, for geographical concentration in cities and urban regions’. 
Even though this mutually exclusive depiction of geographic places and new media 
technologies mainly comes from a popular discourse, it has characterised both the 
conceptual and methodological approaches of Internet research over the years (Rogers, 
2009).  
 
The assumption that the Internet ‘disrupts geographic boundaries’ (Allagui and 
Breslow, 2012, p. 174) complicates the issue of identity formation. In discussing Internet 
use in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Allagui and Breslow (p. 174) argue that identity 
is no longer an issue that is managed by the nation state, as it is now ‘freed from the 
bonds of the boundaries of the state’. While Allagui and Breslow’s study focuses solely 
on the formation of cultural and ethnic identity in the Middle East, the social movement 
scholars Bennett and Segerberg’s conceptualisation of ‘connective action’ (2013) share 
similar characteristics in terms of the formation of political and class identity. The 
majority of their case studies (such as the Occupy movements across the Western 
developed countries) are increasingly organised around people’s online connective 
network rather than by a strong collective identity that is attached to the conventional 
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system of political membership (p. 748). Identity is formed on the spot, evolving through 
the techno-enabled personal network during the movements (2013). The inherent 
assumption made here is that it is not only identity that is fluid in the age of an 
increasingly globalised system, which is made possible by the flows of technology, 
financial assets and human migration practices (Castells, 2009), but politics itself and the 
power struggles between institutions and individuals are being increasingly discussed 
within such a global fluidity. Richard Rogers (2009, p. 29) points out that Internet 
research has been very ontologically focused, that studies tend to focus on the properties 
and features of the medium. Instead, he believes Internet research needs to ground the 
findings and start treating the Internet as a site of study to understand the societal and 
cultural changes within a specific context (he calls it ‘online groundedness’). Hence, 
Rogers believes that the virtual/real divide should come to an end because the Internet is 
not a placeless virtual realm.  
 
Several studies in recent years have found evidence that is contrary to the assertion 
of a placeless cyberspace. Ethan Zuckerman (2013) argues that instead of seeing Internet 
users as cosmopolitan (citizens of the universe who are not identified to the city-state but 
embracing a global identity), digital media reinforces a sense of locality. By referring to 
the Greek mythology of Diogenes (pp. 20-21), a Sinopean man who refused to identify 
himself as an Athenian or a Sinopean but declared himself as a citizen of the universe, a 
cosmopolitan, Zuckerman disagrees with Diogenes’ self-perceived cosmopolitan identity: 
‘Diogenes’s declaration of cosmopolitanism was hardly representative of mainstream 
classical Greek thought … virtually everyone in Diogenes’s universe identified closely 
with the city-state in which he was born and resided’. This interesting take from Greek 
mythology highlights a critical problem of the theoretical assumption of a borderless 
cyberspace as such an assertion neglects the fact that the use of new communication 
technology is inherently bonded with people’s sense of locality and their experience with 
their immediate geographic place.  
 
Zuckerman’s argument ties in with Rogers’ proposal of ‘online groundedness.’ 
Mark Graham (2014, p. 99) make this more explicit: ‘the Internet is not an amorphous, 
spaceless, and placeless cloud. It is characterized by distinct geographies.’ There is strong 
empirical support for Graham’s claim. Some recent studies show new media technologies 
help to extend and maintain existing strong ties in both the Western developed context 
(Takhteyev, Gruzd and Wellman, 2011; Mok, Wellman and Carrasco, 2010) and in 
developing worlds (Miller, 2011; Harp, Bachmann and Guo, 2012). In commenting on 
Daniel Miller and Don Slater’s works on Internet usage in Trinidad and Tobago (2000), 
which challenges the idea that the Internet disregards the relevancy of physical location, 
Rogers (2009, p. 6) believes there is room for generalisation: ‘if Trinis were using the 
Internet to stage Trini culture, the expectation is that other cultures are doing the same’. 
Rogers therefore believes researchers cannot understand the issues of identity formation 
and community buildings as the interaction between the virtual (the technical aspects of 
social media) and the physical (pre-existing societal, cultural, and political aspects) 
transformations.  
  
Recent studies of ‘Internet geography’ (S. Graham, 2004; Zook and M. Graham, 
2006; Crang and S. Graham, 2007; M. Graham, 2014; Wilken, 2014) have much to offer 
in assessing the regulation, construction and consumption of the new communication 
technologies around the world; they also open up opportunities to take the issue further, 
to focus on the scale of sub-national regions. Therefore, I frame the research question of 
how Guangzhouers construct and negotiate their geo-identity on Sina Weibo against some 
of the major political backdrops in 2014. There are (still unfolding rather than settled) at 
least four major political events that have captured global attention: Scotland’s 
independence, the military and diplomatic tensions in Crimea, Hong Kong’s Umbrella 
movement and Catalonia’s push for independence from Spain. While each case differs in 
their own regard, the overarching issue of controversy is, first, a sense of self and a sense 
of belonging to a geographical place; and, second, the rise of a sense of right and 
responsibility among people living there to defend their local and regional subjectivity. 
To be precise, each of the four cases contains a central state (London, Madrid, Beijing, 
Moscow/Kiev) and a sub-national local place (from provinces: Scotland, Crimea, 
Catalonia; to city: Hong Kong). Third, social media have played a critical role in 
expanding the scope as well as facilitating people’s engagements with these events.  
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The case of Guangzhou is located within these global spatial politics. I argue that 
these conflicts intensify as the people in these local places reject the incorporation of their 
area into the greater but homogenous national geography. In order to reaffirm the 
Guangzhou people’s sense of self and cultural independence, digital media are used to 
increase their ‘geographic presence’. As Saskia Sassen (2011, p. 574) argues, 
contemporary political practices are not merely about the attempts of less powerful 
individuals to protect their private properties against powerful institutions, but 
increasingly, these practices also ‘have to do with the production of “presence”’. By 
building on Sassen’s theorisation of contemporary urban politics and the insights gained 
from the four major geo-political events mentioned, the underpinning line of inquiry for 
this thesis is to understand the role of Weibo, as a social media platform, in both 
mediating and being defined by the ongoing process of spatial reconfiguration in China. 
A geo-identity framework, therefore, involves three main inquiries, which focus on these 
key topics and must be addressed in this order: 
 
1. the complex interlocking between Weibo, identity and place in China  
2. the way Weibo facilitates place formation and construction 
3. the way online representations of a place reconfigure the spatial power 
relationship in China. 
 
To undertake the first inquiry, it is necessary to understand the nature of spatial 
politics in China. The later section of this chapter will provide a brief historical account 
about this to foreground the historical contingency of the contemporary spatial politics 
used by the CCP; however, the first inquiry begins by examining the current policy, 
political structure and administrative bodies used to support the domination and power 
expression of the CCP. An insight into the CCP’s control mechanism can help to unveil a 
city’s (online) response to these political processes. The second inquiry focuses on how 
Weibo facilitates the process of place formation and construction. This inquiry involves a 
thorough understanding of the place itself as well as the technological affordances of 
Weibo. In a geo-identity framework, Weibo is not merely a communicative platform, but 
also one of the agents of social transformation that is both fostering and being defined by 
social changes in a local place. The third inquiry uses three case studies and focuses on 
how online representations of a place reconfigure the spatial power relationship in China. 
However, to properly develop a geo-identity framework, the next section considers the 
social and political significance of ‘place’ in China.  
 
2.2 The space of flows as the CCP’s spatial administration logic 
The CCP government has developed, over time, a sophisticated spatial administrative 
system to support its governing legitimacy and to prolong its power monopoly. To 
understand the CCP’s spatial governing mechanism, I draw on Manuel Castells’ 
framework of a network society, specifically his discussion of ‘the space of flows’. 
Castells’ works on the network society and his earlier works on The Informational City 
(1989), where the concept of ‘the space of flows’ was first mentioned, are framed against 
the backdrop of America’s economic restructuring during the 1970s and 1980s (Eflin, 
1992). However, Castells’ notion of a network society, which is facilitated by the 
changing ‘mode of development’ in relation to technological and socio-spatial change 
(Goodwin, 1991), underscores China’s extensive but rapid economic reforms. This 
section does not assume that Castells’ approach is without its own shortcomings; in fact, 
applying the approach to a Chinese case unveils some of the conceptual and empirical 
issues raised by his critics (S. Graham, 1997; Stalder, 1998, 2006). Nevertheless, the 
notion of the space of flows has two main functions in this discussion: it aptly captures 
the CCP’s geo-spatial administration mechanisms and opens these mechanisms up to 
further conceptual constructions. 
 
The space of flows is the fundamental logic of the making of a network society. 
Flows, as defined by Castells (2010, p.442), ‘are the expression of processes dominating 
(Castells’ italic) our economics, political, and symbolic life’. The space of flows is a ‘new 
spatial logic’ that emerges as the result of the changing information-processing activities 
that are, in turn, related to profound transformations: organisational changes, economic 
restructuring, and technological innovation (1989, p. 167). Castells first mentioned the 
space of flows within the organisational context of transnational corporations, whose 
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business activities operate non-stop across different time zones worldwide (1989). 
Because of the geographical spread of their business activities, these corporations rely on 
a placeless organisational logic to manage, control and conduct their business (Castells, 
1989). Flow is therefore the ‘purposeful, repetitive, programmable sequence of exchange 
and interaction between physically disjointed social actors in the economic, political, and 
symbolic structures of society’ (2009, p. 442). In other words, flow is the deliberate act of 
exchange and interaction between disjointed geographic spaces (locations). The historical 
emergence of the space of flows, Castells writes (1989, p. 348), is to supersede ‘the 
meaning of traditional places and territorial structure, and this spatial logic ‘remains the 
fundamental spatial dimension of large-scale information-processing complexes’.  
 
The advancement of technologies facilitates this placeless spatial logic of 
information processing. Of course, large-scale information-processing constitutes a basic 
logic of governing. In fact, Castells extends his analysis of the space of flows to the 
aspect of governing, control and the transformation of nation states (statism) in The Rise 
of the Network Society (2010). In particular, in the case of non-democratic states like 
China and the Soviet Union, as well as Japan during the Meiji period and the post-Second 
World War period, the state ‘is a decisive factor in the overall process (of information), as 
it expresses and organizes the social and cultural forces that dominant in a given space 
and time’ (Castells, 2010, p. 21).  
 
For the space of flows to work, there are two layers of material support that are 
combined. First, the space of flows is working on and supported by the network of 
interactions, which are made possible by information technology devices. In the Southern 
Weekly incident mentioned in the Introduction, the Chinese government’s interference 
over editorial autonomy and its systematic online censorship to control dissent and 
resistance from below shows its determination to make use of information technology 
devices (both of the mass and new media) to express the authority’s domination over the 
Chinese people’s social and cultural lives.  
 
Second, according to Castells the space of flows relies on nodes and hubs to carry 
out the expression of domination (2010, p. 443). The CCP government relies on its 
regional hubs and nodes, mainly the provincial governments, to exert its social, economic 
and political power. The immediate tension and dispute in this event were between the 
journalists and the Guangdong provincial government (its Propaganda Department). The 
incident was later resolved by the Guangdong’s Party Secretary. This demonstrates the 
CCP’s mechanisms of control, stabilisation and deliberation in addressing grievances and 
resistance from below. The province in this case acted as the node for an overarching 
political network that supports the CCP’s power domination in China. As Castells points 
out, the location of the node aims to link up the locality with the central network, making 
the local more integrated into the overall system and making the local part of the system 
rather than a distinctive subject with its own dynamics.  
 
Both the network of interactions and the nodes of networks aim support the CCP’s 
spatial management to, in Castells’ terms, ‘disorganise and segment those social groups 
that see their interest (even partially) elsewhere’ (2009, p.445). This is reflected from the 
state’s management of the Internet, for example, occasionally takes the form of coercive 
forces by blocking Internet content, shutting down websites and arresting dissidents 
(Human Rights Watch, 2012). While such a mechanism is essential for the CCP’s power 
domination, a more pervasive means of control comes in the form of constructing social 
meaning (Castells, 2009). Since the Chinese media construct the network of interaction to 
support the CCP’s governing network, Chinese media’s ‘pedagogical function’ (Oakes 
and Schein, 2006) make it the medium for disseminating official ideas (Niedenfübr, 2008, 
p.352). The Chinese government has used such mega events as the Beijing Olympic 
Games to gather national unity (Brady, 2009) and a strong sense of national pride, and 
consistently relies on the territorial dispute with Japan over Diaoyu Island to gather 
popular support (Zhao, 2005; Wasserstrom, 2005; Qiu, 2006).  
 
Castells has been critical about the rise of such network domination. Despite his 
conceptual emphasis on the notion of the space of flows,  to Castells, the notion of the 
space of flows is merely a door opener for further inquiries. This critical concept provides 
him the much-needed contextual framework to explore the more subtle but vibrant 
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dynamic about the formation of the self (individuals) in an arguably more globalised and 
digitised world: how individuals learn to survive and to form strategic alliances to defend 
their sense of being and meaning of existence (Castells, 2010). A key point this thesis 
takes from Castells’ notion of the space of flows is this: the space of flows is a broad 
contextual framework that aims to develop a grand reference point for the specific 
inquiries into what Castells (2010, p. 3) calls the ‘biopolar opposition of the Net and the 
Self’. As Stalder (1998, p. 301) points out, ‘the Net stands for the new organizational 
formations based on the pervasive use of networked communication media ... The Self 
symbolizes the activities through which people try to reaffirm their identities under the 
conditions of structural change’. Stalder’s interpretation highlights a key premise of 
Castells’ works. The rise of a network society that relies on the expansion of the space of 
flows will almost certainly interrupt the daily lives, routines and meaning of individuals 
as the space of flows supersedes the residual meanings and relevance of local places. 
People then lose their sense of self (Stalder, 1998); however, there is always a need and 
desire to reaffirm and reclaim the meaning of self. This is because, as Castells (2010) has 
been quick to point out, most people in the world are still living in physical places. The 
bipolar tension depicted by Castells provides an excellent grounding point for this thesis’s 
inquiry as it takes on the issues of spatiality and its related process of meaning-making to 
evaluate state–public contentions. 
 
Castells’ notion of the space of flows and the framework of a network society 
provide a much-needed contextual backdrop to examine and study the ruling and 
governing mechanisms from the top; however, his analysis faces several empirical 
dilemmas, the most important of which is the problematic idea of network nodes. These 
nodes serve the fundamental structures that are supposed to support the space of flows to 
transmit its power and domination from the centre to local places. However, these nodes 
must then be constituted by people who are loyal to the central power or who, at least, 
find no problems in executing the central power’s messages and ideologies in local 
places. As Stadler (2006, p. 149) points out, Castells views network nodes as places 
where ‘people meet and elites constitute themselves ... as a cohesive group’. This is, 
however, problematic in China. As Chapter 2 will illustrate that the CCP’s regional nodes 
(such as the Guangdong provincial government) occasionally defy the Central 
Government’s orders and modify central policies in accordance with local (Jing Wang, 
2007). Further, as the Nanfang Media case illustrates, those networks of interaction (such 
as the Chinese media) which supposed to convey the CCP’s message to the general 
public, do not necessary agree with the Centre’s ideologies themselves.   
 
The above points and the example of the Nanfang Media’s incident lead to another 
issue: Castells’ conceptual treatment of the technologies has been restricted to a ‘control 
and management’ perspective. This perspective is largely reflected through Castells’ 
bipolar analysis between the Net and the Self because the Net has been constructed and 
supported by the rapid technological advancements since the late 1980s (Eflin, 1992; 
Stalder, 1998; Qiu, 2009). However, the advancement of new communication 
technologies also renders new opportunities to ordinary people who are mostly living in 
the physical places to contest and negotiate with the imposed dominance from the space 
of flows. This is precisely the contribution made by many Chinese Internet scholars, such 
as Yang (2008), Qiu (2009) and Yu (2009). Such scholars see that the network power 
does not exclusively belong to social and political elites; ordinary people can also access 
network power to pursue their own interests, to reaffirm their own subjectivities and to 
explore the meaning of their lives. However, to Castells’ credit, his more recent works, 
such as the book Networks of Outrage and Hope (2012), seem to have altered his original 
approach and started to join the conversations proposed by digital network movements 
scholars such as Lance Bennett (2013), Alexandra Segerberg (2012), Andrew Chadwick 
(2007), and Bruce Bimber and Andrew Flanagin (2005). These authors, broadly speaking, 
all tend to see the Internet-facilitated social network empowering ordinary people, to a 
certain extent, to voice their concerns and to defend their sense of being in a way that 
would otherwise not be possible without the new communication technologies. In this 
sense, Castells’ bipolar analysis between the Net and Self should not only emphasise how 
technologies reinforce the power domination by the Net, but also consider how new 
communication technologies can foster new political movements, forms of resistance, 
and self-affirmations of the Self. Hence, by using the notion of the space of flows as a 
broad conceptual framework to understand the spatial administration and governing 
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mechanisms, the next section discusses place in China and the Chinese Internet. I will 
first provide a brief historical overview about China’s spatial tension to point out that 
local place has always been an important part of how Chinese people construct their 
identities, and hence, sense of citizenry. I then move this discussion forward to consider 
the Chinese Internet and argue that, from the very beginning, it has been highly 
regionalised because of China’s highly diversified geographical culture and humanity.  
 
2.3 Places and China’s Internet(s) 
The term ‘geo-identity’ is framed against those recent global spatial movements as 
mentioned earlier, as well as against China’s own political and social logic over history. I 
revert to de Waal’s (2014) notion of ‘city as the interface’ here to understand the role of 
digital media in the people’s daily life, the community’s formation and identity 
negotiation. The development of smartphone apps shape people’s sense of spatiality of 
their city and, hence, reinforces a sense of locality. While the renewed interest in Internet 
geography has triggered a number of research projects, such an issue has yet to be 
properly addressed in the case of China’s Internet. It is also noticeable in the scholarship 
of China’s Internet research that the majority of the works only locate online contention 
against China’s social stratification and the unequal distribution of economic welfare. For 
example, even though Tong and Zuo (2013) study two mass incidents over land disputes 
in the Guangdong province, their study merely locates the social conflicts within ‘the 
proliferation of grassroots social protests’ in China; that mass incident is ‘an expression 
of the public’s demands’ (p. 3). The study did not recognise the transformative experience 
of the Guangdong regions, both in terms of the traditional notion between land and 
lineage identity (Fauer, 2007), and the process of urbanisation in Guangdong’s rural areas 
is much more radical and extensive because it was the first to launch China’s economic 
reform (Vogel, 1989).  
 
However, the regionalisation approach is adopted in other fields of China studies. 
The social movement scholar William Hurst (2008), for example, has identified three 
different regional political economies across China, and how laid-off workers in each 
region have differently perceived their grievances and the potential gains or costs in 
seeking redress through collective action. Hurst (2008, p. 86) is right to point out that: 
‘specific lived experience of otherwise unconnected individuals shapes worldviews in 
important ways’. In a comparative study of urban homeowners’ protests over the local 
government’s violation of homeowners’ interest between Beijing and Guangzhou, Wu 
and Yip (2010) found that the numbers, frequencies and intensities of homeowners’ 
protests are always higher in Guangzhou than Beijing, and residents in Guangzhou are 
able to take ‘more diversified’ actions, such as to call the police, sign petitions, use the 
media, or appeal to higher levels of government, to protect their rights and interests as 
homeowners. The authors believe it is because, compared with people in Beijing, people 
in Guangzhou ‘have stronger desire to self-govern their own property’ due to their 
‘comprehensive international communication and the proximity of Hong Kong’ (p.522). 
 
Social movement scholars’ works highlight the central role of geo-locality in 
shaping China’s political culture and practices, such as protest repertoires and the framing 
of mobilisations. They also make the point that there is no such thing as ‘universal class 
division’ in China; terms such as ‘Chinese middle class’ and ‘Chinese working class’ are 
grossly generalised. Instead, the notion of class must address the spatial dimension of the 
Chinese society. As politics and social movements are increasingly being organised and 
practiced on Weibo, it is urgently important to consider the spatiality of China’s online 
sphere. The fact is, China’s Internet has never been a singular network such that the 
digital divide between the more affluent coastal regions and the underdeveloped rural 
regions contribute to the ‘middle-class’ status of China’s online culture and discourse 
(Damm, 2007). Further, Internet service providers are constantly reminding people of a 
sense of ‘locality’ and the identity that relates to the place. Baidu, China’s largest search 
engine, for example, offers filters to regionalise online traffic for a certain news and event 
through its online traffic service, Baidu Index (http://index.baidu.com/). Discussion 
forums, such as the Strong Nation Forum (Qiangguo Luntan) launched by People’s Daily, 
offer a ‘Regional Forum’ section (http://bbs1.people.com.cn/board/15.html) that 
specifically focuses on local issues and events.  
 
In order to demonstrate this, I have used the Baidu Index to generate a cross 
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regional comparison between Guangzhou, Beijing, Chongqing (West China) and Qingdao 
(East China). Figure 1 clearly shows the difference in online traffic for the keyword ‘Xi 
Jinping’ over a period of one month (14 September 2014 to 15 October 2014). Online 
traffic can reflect the information consumption preferences, habits and tastes of Internet 
users. Figure 1 shows the differences between the four cities, and it is interesting to see 
that the four lines hardly merged over the search period. It is not the purpose here to 
provide an extensive analysis of inter-regional interest of the Chinese leader, but it shows 
that online practices and consumption habits are regionally diverse and that local 
experience of each city must have contributed to such differences (for example Beijing as 
the political centre shows a much higher interest in the political leader). 
 
 
Figure 1 Interregional comparison on Baidu Index (Search conducted on 15 October 2014 by the 
author)  
 
 Weibo itself, as will be discussed more in terms of methods of data collection, also 
offers regional (city being the smallest unit of search) filters, alongside a ‘time range’ 
filter, for its own search engine. In a comparative study, Harp, Bachmann and Guo (2012) 
found that compared to their American and Latin American counterparts, Chinese Internet 
users are concerned with city, or town issues most, instead of national issues. The Internet 
Beijing 
 
 
GZ 
 
Chongqing 
 
Qingdao 
in China is mainly used to address those concerns that relate to the users’ immediate 
locative environment (Qiu, 2009). 
 
Second, a geographic approach also captures the historical continuity logic in China 
and allows us to understand Weibo and other Internet services within China’s historical 
logic. As briefly mentioned in the Introduction, spatial tension in China can be dated back 
to ancient dynasties. In recent decades, sub-national regions and local places have always 
been the critical building block of China’s national development and transformation. As 
Tim Oakes and Louisa Schein (2006) argue, China has one of the world’s oldest and most 
enduring systems of territorial scale hierarchy. Jing Wang (2007, p. 9) dates China’s 
spatial administrative management system back to the Han Dynasty in the second century 
AD. The spatial tension between nation state and local spaces is due to the fact that in 
orthodox Confucianism, ‘local’ is perceived as a site that require reform and cultivation, 
and the state has ‘an official position of paternal guidance through moral leadership to 
revitalize the local’ (Oakes and Schein, 2006, p. 3). The civilisation of a local place is 
therefore ‘the product of the state’s cultivation, rather than a natural quality of the local 
itself’ (p. 3). The process of cultivation entails commercial development, urbanisation 
and social class formation (through population movements).  
 
Historically, the political centre has great concerns over regional variations; 
centralisation is a means to consolidate the centre’s power and ruling legitimacy. Out of 
the twelve unified dynasties (those dynasties having control over the whole of China; the 
first being Xia, established in 2070BC and the last being Qing, who unified China in 
1644AC), five of them were overthrown by regional powers. Tackling regional power has 
been a top priority for many emperors. The process of centralisation and de-
regionalisation was largely done in two forms: military centralisation and cultural 
unification. Some of the most notable examples include Qin Shihuangdi’s (The First 
Emperor, 259 BC - 210 BC) effort to unify the Chinese languages, roads, infrastructure, 
currency and educational systems after seizing control of China; The Kangxi Emperor’s 
(1654-1722) successful suppression and elimination of three regional military powers 
(three generals who earned their prestige and power by helping the Qing Dynasty to unify 
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China) between 1673 to 1681, and centralisation of administrative and military controls. 
However, Chinese history also shows that regional power cannot be easily suppressed.  
 
The game, however, has changed in recent decades because of the CCP’s concern 
over the uncertainties of economic reform. Instead of using the entirety of China to 
launch economic reforms at the same pace, Guangdong was chosen to be a test-bed. To 
Carolyn Cartier (2001, p. 4), this is a strategic choice because Guangdong’s cities are not 
important locations in China’s existing administrative system, ‘but were strategically 
linked to historic trading economies or Chinese overseas communities, or both’. David 
Goodman (1994, p.1) points out that the processes of decentralisation and regionalism are 
the basic rationales of ‘the PRC’s rapid economic development since 1978 ... in which 
some regions have been positively encouraged to become wealthy before others’. The 
prioritisation doctrine during the economic reform era led to uneven economic capacities 
and disintegrated regional political power within the PRC. This is summed up by 
Wanning Sun and Jenny Chio (2012, p.3) who say, ‘inequality, often measured in purely 
economic terms, is also intrinsically social-spatial’. Sun and Chio (p. 3) write that 
because of such social-spatial stratification ‘there are now many “Chinas” within the 
national entity’ of the PRC. This inter-regional disparity contributes to various forms of 
popular discontent. But the source of such collective mobilisation does not merely come 
from the region’s political economies; it also comes from the contrasting social and 
cultural transformation and the competing sense of identity between local and national, 
self and others. Tim Oakes (2000, p. 670) sees sub-national regions in China as the 
‘container’ for place-based identity:  
 
“the local” and “the regional” are now regarded as more salient scales for 
asserting cultural identity than the nation-state, which for its part has been 
accused of marginalizing any local or regional cultural variation that did 
not fit with its agenda of integration, modernization, and development. 
 
The contributions made by the Chinese cultural geography scholars and geographic 
economists, as well as those social movement scholars mentioned, lay in the productive 
line of inquiry they developed, which recognises the complex and multidimensional 
process of place formation, and thus, identity construction in China. The formation of a 
sub-national region and local place in China is certainly more complicated than simply 
being an outcome of the political tension between the state and the people; for example, 
market forces also play a critical role. Several studies demonstrate how the process of 
place formation, construction and representation also involves significant market forces 
on top of the political forces imposed. These studies include: Cartier’s (2012) illustration 
of the public arts production in the Pearl River Delta region in Guangzhou; Zhao and 
Xing’s (2012) insights about the intensified inter-regional competition between 
Guangzhou’s Nanfang Media group’s newspapers and other provincial newspapers; and 
Oakes’ (2012) explorations of the controversies about the representation of Lijiang at the 
southwestern Yunnan province by major film makers in China. People and commercial 
enterprises of a local place, according to these scholars, are consciously differentiating 
themselves from the rest of China through the act of place-branding, inter-regional and 
cross-regional scale-jumping and contesting media representations: these strategies are 
used to expand local people’s commercial opportunities and market share in China’s 
lucrative media and cultural industries.  
 
I recognise and largely agree with these assessments, and incorporate these 
economic dimensions into my analyses; however, I have reservations at the same time 
about overstating these dimensions from an analytical point of view. This is mainly 
because the core focus of this thesis is about individuals’ collective online behaviours 
rather than institutional representations of China’s sub-national regions and geographic 
place, which was the focus of those studies mentioned in the previous paragraphs. There 
is a fundamental difference between the two focuses. The issue of marketisation, 
however, is not missing at all in the conceptual development here, as well as the 
analytical framework to be used later, because I tend to take the processes of 
marketisation and commercialisation in China as the broad contextual developments that 
frame and contribute to the Guangzhou people’s everyday living experience. The 
expression of commercial power and market forces in the study of this thesis is subtle but 
powerful. For example, it is precisely the financial and trading relationships between 
Guangzhou and Hong Kong that contribute to the Guangzhou people’s media preferences 
and media culture, which contrast with the rest of China. Another example is the influx of 
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migrant workers. It is precisely the economic inequality and the representation of 
Guangzhou being an economically more developed place that leads to the structural 
changes of Guangzhou’s demography, which leads to the social tensions and the 
formation of new cultural values and orientations. From a methodological perspective, 
the issue of marketisation and economic orientations are considered to be the contributing 
factors that lead Guangzhou Weibo users’ ‘online framing’ throughout the three case 
studies.  
  
What is clear, however, is that the spatial tension in China is historical: the tension 
between the powerful (political and economic) centre and the culturally and socially 
identified places has always been an important source of social conflicts in China. For 
example, in 2010, there was a proposal to increase the proportion of Mandarin language 
broadcasting and to eliminate local Cantonese broadcasting components in Guangzhou’s 
mainstream television and radio news programs. This proposal angered thousands of 
Guangzhou people, who marched on the streets (in two separate rallies responding to 
online petitions) to defend their right to speak Cantonese and to protest against what they 
believe is the Central Government’s attempt to ‘eliminate local Cantonese culture’ 
(Ramzy, 2010). The protest received support from other regions in China (Shanghai in 
particular because it has a similar cultural and linguistic debate), Hong Kong and 
overseas Chinese communities. The protest eventually forced the government to 
withdraw the proposal.  
 
 This example, explored in depth in Chapter Four, illustrates the severe pain of 
losing local identity among Guangzhou locals, especially among the youth, and the 
inherent tension over cultural representation in the wake of dramatic demographic shifts 
and social transformation in Guangzhou’s nearby region. Understanding how place-based 
identity has emerged and developed within the broader spatial tension between nation and 
regions, centre and locals, helps to understand both the desire to control and the need to 
resist, and Weibo’s articulation within this process. Such a relational exchange between 
the powerful state and the marginalised places articulates an interesting mode of national 
development, resulting in inter-regional disparities that contribute to the large number of 
population movements in the form of migrant workers, as well as social and often turned 
political orientations in urban China, namely the reluctance and resistance of cultural 
homogenisation. Moving this line of inquiry forward, the next section introduces the geo-
identity framework of this thesis. 
 
3. Geo-identity, an approach to move forward  
The term ‘geo-identity’ used in this study is a stream of the broader concept of cultural 
identity, specifically, the kind of cultural identity that is bonded to geographic places. The 
study does not use the term ‘cultural identity’ because it recognises that a cultural identity 
is not restricted by geographic boundaries. Zuckerman (2013, pp. 56-57) compares the 
online news reading habits between countries by using Google’s 2010 data. What 
surprised him is that even people in countries speaking the same languages (such as 
Britain and America, and the Spanish speaking South American countries) hardly read 
each other’s’ online content, not to mention countries that have a different linguistic 
culture. Similar cultural identity does not warrant similar online practices, preferences 
and consumption behaviours. Using the term ‘cultural identity’, then, can be too elusive 
and is in danger of overlooking the significances of place-based social culture. For 
example, Cantonese cultural identity is shared by people living in Guangzhou and some 
of its surrounding cities (like Shenzhen, Foshan and Zhuhai), Hong Kong, Macau, and 
even by some Chinese diaspora who are living outside of these immediate geographic 
locations. Different places experience different social transformations over time, and the 
discursive sense of cultural identity is subject to, and characterised by, the significance at 
a local place. 
 
To locate the notion of ‘geo-identity’ within such a framework works on several 
premises. First, a geo-identity is essentially a place-based identity that it is a sense of 
identifications and a sense of belonging to a particular way of life and social routines. 
Such a way of life and social rountine, however, are not necessary naturally given but 
they are often the critical response to the central power. One can revert to Williams’ 
notion of working-class culture to understand such mechanism from below. As 
mentioned, Williams does not define ‘working-class culture’ in terms of artefacts (what 
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do they do, wear and consume), instead, a culture is, first, inherently a response to the 
overall social change, one that is nevertheless organised around the central position of the 
dominant culture; second, a culture is a collection of ideas about a new way of life, rather 
than a mere reflexive practice that is done on an individualised basis (p. 313). This is 
particularly the case in a national context, such as in China, where dramatic social and 
economic restructuring is taking place on the one hand, but which lacks the channels for 
voicing alternative and dissent due to the authoritarian system on the other. Therefore, 
second, a geo-identity is both the reason and resource of resistance – the term defines 
one’s sense of right and responsibility to the geographical place. Hence, third, geo-
identity is the mechanism of community formation; it defines the formation of collective 
(counter-) discourses, practices, and shared values that constitute a sense of belonging for 
its members.  
 
A Guangzhou identity is, therefore, one that embodies elements of traditional 
culture, the political system, the region’s economic development and social 
transformation over time. Furthermore, the fact that Guangzhou is part of the PRC 
underscores that its place-based identity is also characterised by the sense of 
‘nationhood’. Such complexities and multiplicities of Guangzhou’s geo-identity can be 
grounded within Cartier’s contextual analytical approach of South China (2001, 2012). 
Cartier’s analytical framework involves two processes of analysis. First, Cartier suggests 
that any analysis of the representation of a place needs to be grounded in a linear 
historical narrative about the place; however, such an account ‘would seek to explain or 
legitimize present geographies ... (to open) up windows on the complicatedness of actual 
geographies, and so cannot feign to present a complete portrait of any one region’ (2001, 
p. 31). Second, in order to understand the complexity of Guangzhou and the broader 
South China region, the analysis must account for the region’s experience of trans-border 
imagination and cross-cultural interactions with other parts of China and Hong Kong. 
These interactions are largely due to Guangzhou’s geographical location, which provides 
Guangzhou the comparative advantage to develop its economic, social and cultural 
orientations. The line of inquiry here, therefore, is very much in the same vein as those 
ofMassey (1996), who considers that the formation of a place is not determined by some 
internalised history; to her, the sense of locality is defined and determined by a local 
population’s ongoing interactions with the outside world. This local-outside 
connectedness is the focus of the following chapter, which explores the historical 
formation of Guangzhou as a place and interrogates its cross-border and transcultural 
experiences over time. This discussion builds on my argument that a geo-identity is, 
therefore, in constant interaction with identities that are outside of its immediate 
geographical location (with the same cultural identity at other places, and with other 
cultural identities within the same national territories). Consequently, two kinds of flows 
contribute to the formation of Guangzhou’s subjectivity. One is a vertical flow that is 
constituted by the nation state and the other is a horizontal flow that is characterised by 
Guangzhou’s proximity with Hong Kong, Macau and other overseas regions. 
 
The term ‘geo-identity’ can therefore, account for both cultural identity and national 
identity that Guangzhou belongs to. It also acknowledges the city’s distinctive experience 
of transformation due to economic and social changes. More importantly, a geo-identity 
opens up the query of its making and allows the study to examine Weibo’s role in 
articulating different forces for the construction of local identity. Figure 2 illustrates a 
geographic framework that puts geo-identity at the centre of the analysis. 
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Figure 2 Geographic Framework 
 
The rectangle box of the ‘Essentialist Dimensions’ includes three parallel variables: 
geo-identity, physical geography and other regions indicate the essentialist aspects of 
Guangzhou’s identity. The landscape, climate, traditional ritual and culture, and the geo-
linkage with Hong Kong and its positioning with the rest of the PRC’s regions, especially 
the fact that it is far away from Beijing, are the pre-existing characteristics that cannot be 
changed. However, Situational Dimensions – social structure, mainstream media, and 
economy – are the situational aspects that characterise Guangzhou’s experience of 
transformation, although it is the nation state that articulates China’s major institutional 
changes. This is why it is on the very top of the chart. The reason that there is no direct 
arrow between ‘the nation state’ and ‘geo-identity’ highlights the state’s attempt to 
control a local place is not through direct and oppressive forces, but, as Castells points 
out, expresses domination by developing nodes in network through the movement and 
reallocation of economic, cultural and human capital. The Weibo circle at the bottom 
indicates a new form of situational force that is definitely not part of the essentialist 
features, nor is it entirely integrated into the situational context that the other four circles 
construct, even though the use of Weibo is still conditioned by these elements, especially 
the nation state element. I did not include an arrow for Weibo because that is the matter of 
this investigation and it is integrated into different aspects of Chinese people’s lives and 
the governments’ governing practices. Hence, Weibo represents a site of struggle and 
alternation in its use, thus it is placed under the ‘geo-identity’ circle instead of blending 
with the other elements. It is unclear at this stage about the role of Weibo. I will provide a 
revised version of this graph at the end of the thesis (Conclusion chapter) after examining 
the three case studies. 
 
As illustrated by Figure 2, a geographic approach that focuses on the construction 
and negotiation of geo-identity leads to a decentralised approach in studying China. Sun’s 
(2012b, p.18) 'break it up' and 'tear it apart' approach offers an insightful entry point. 
Thus, it is a problematic attempt to conceptualise China as a singular entity in the sense 
of administration, governing, culture, society, economy, and the diffusion and adoption of 
the Internet and other new ICTs. The analytical framework is set out as follows: by 
geographical identity, I mean the identity group evolves through one’s experience in 
living in the specific geographical region of Guangzhou. In learning about the 
asymmetric spatial power, the analysis can then demonstrate how Guangzhou’s local 
identity is constructed as a resistance and as a defensive force, sustained through the re-
narration and re-imagining of places, and prolonged in the form of project identity. 
 
 A geographic approach first locates the recent technical development within the 
social and cultural transformation of place. This provides continuity in understanding the 
so-called new media in a specific geo-local setting. This helps to understand social 
practices on Weibo. In order to understand the formation of geo-identity, the study must 
consider some of the routinised practices that constitute Guangzhou’s Weibo culture. This 
is not merely about showing differences and similarities – practices on Weibo provide 
 51 
 
nuance to understand the process of identification and negotiation as well as the historical 
continuity of the place (Guangzhou) in constituting people’s technological engagement. 
The approach also needs to consider how Weibo articulates those exceptional events 
within the geographic boundary. A more important question here is how the digital 
articulation provides continuity and linkage between events and everyday practices; or 
how people make sense of them. A geographic approach also triggers a rethink of 
research methodology and design of SNS and Internet studies in general. In order to put 
the framework into research practices the next chapter provides the geographic context of 
Guangzhou and hence locates Weibo within the social, cultural and media transformation 
of Guangzhou. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 
Guangzhou Under Reform - a transformative place 
 
Known to many in the West as ‘Canton’, Guangzhou is the first city most 
travellers to mainland China visit. Wrapped in a perpetual haze of pink 
smog and flashing neon lights, the city overwhelms with its energy, colour, 
and sheer size. Influenced by neighbouring Hong Kong, consumerism has 
swept up the city in a head-spinning frenzy, but scratch away Guangzhou’s 
glittery surface and you’ll find a place quite special among China’s major 
urban centre. It just takes some time to grow on you’  
 
             --- Lonely Planet 4 
 
Lonely Planet’s paragraph on Guangzhou is interesting because it foregrounds a journey 
of exploration and asks its reader to look beyond an urban capital’s economic prosperity 
and glamour to where true excitement can be found.  
 
This chapter provides a contextual review of Guangzhou and specifically focuses 
on the transformative aspect of the city during the economic reform era. The chapter 
extends from the geographic framework that was set forth by the previous chapter and 
examines Guangzhou within the dynamics of social, economic, political and cultural 
changes. Guangzhou’s experience must be understood within the overall economic 
development and social change of the Guangdong Province. The chapter also locates 
Weibo within these historical backdrops. The term ‘city’ does not merely refer to the 
administrative unit in China, nor do I refer it to the broader concepts of urbanity and 
modernity. This study merely uses the term ‘city’ (chengshi) as a local place, an essential 
component of China’s spatial structure. It is the primary site to organise one’s senses of 
self and belonging. The chapter begins by providing a theoretical conceptualisation of 
‘local place’ and focuses on two aspects. First, a place contains the social and cultural 
resources to manage one’s identity. Second, a place is always open to the external world, 
so that its subjectivity can only be defined in relation to ‘others’. By moving this 
argument forward, the chapter considers some of the major social and economic changes 
                                               
4 http://www.lonelyplanet.com/china/guangdong/guangzhou, accessed on August 2014.  
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in the region over the past three decades, and how these factors contribute to a 
Guangzhou identity. In particular it considers the translocality aspect of a Guangzhou 
identity and its relationship with Hong Kong.  
 
1. City as the space of place 
As mentioned in the Introduction, a place has its own specifications; its geographical 
location is relatively fixed and is determined by Mother Nature. Yet geographers 
generally dispute a static understanding of the term ‘place’ but argue that it does not 
merely refer to location. Its definition goes beyond that used in cartography, a point or a 
space that is marked by border lines on a map; in fact Blu (1996) points out in her study 
of Native American tribes that many local places are not even indicated on maps. Blu’s 
observation is intriguing as it points to the transforamtive aspect of place as the site 
where pacricular sets of social relations interact (Massey, 1995; Cartier, 2001; Castells, 
2010).  
  
Place is grounded in a fixed physical location that contains certain specifications 
(Agnew, 2011). However, place is also a complex construction of human histories, social 
meanings, and personal and interpersonal relations, which together constitute the 
experience and collective memories among those living there (Kahn, 1996; L. Ma 2003). 
This is why Lawrence Ma (2003, p. 9) defines the term ‘place’ as the spatial structure, the 
formation of political and economic processes that are both articulated by individuals and 
institutions. The economic processes and political formation underpins the centrality of 
‘human’ and ‘humanity’ during the processes of place formation and transformations. As 
Cartier (2001, p. 28) points out that, ‘culture and economy do not move, people move ... 
(hence,) people on the move are agents of culture and economy’. It is precisely during 
these embodiment processes - between human bodies and economic and cultural changes 
- that makes Miriam Kahn (1996, p.167) sees places as the ‘complex constructions of 
social histories, personal and interpersonal experiences, and selective memory’.  
 
To further the point about human-geography embodiment, this process then 
naturally lead to the question of sense of being and belonging; in other words, geographic 
place serves as a critical site to management people’s identities. As Eric Prieto (2011, 
p.18) stresses,  
 
No matter what the starting point … and no matter how much of a tendency 
we have to forget this basic fact, human identity … is inextricably bound up 
with the places in which we find ourselves and through which we move.  
 
A place characterises a sense of self and others, thus the sense of community and 
belonging. In referring to Martin Heidgger’s concept of Dasein, that humans do not exist 
independently of the world around them, Sen and Silverman (2013, p. 3) argue that ‘it is 
only through our conscious actions, and interactions that the physical landscape is 
brought into existence’. A place provides the cultural and social resources for identity 
construction and reinforcement. Traditional rituals, cultural practices and natural 
environments define and provide the guidance and material support for daily lives and 
meaning-making.  
 
A place does not exist in isolation, and increasingly, because of the global flow of 
population, finance, cultural and media products, a geographic place is in constant 
interaction and negotiation with outside forces and culture. While geo-identity is born and 
characterised by the geographical location of birth and residing, it will be (re)negotiated 
through the experience of one’s direct or mediated interactions with others. In defining 
Richard Peet’s (1996, p. 23) argument that geographic landscape is ‘suited to the 
ideological task of framing the social imaginary’, Don Mitchell (2000, p. 120) says that 
landscape defines ‘how people think about a place (and how they think about their place 
in that place), how they behave in it, and how they expect others to behave’. One’s sense 
of self is largely defined through his or her ongoing interaction with these social markers 
(the process of embodiment with the geo-surroundings); a sense of community and 
collectiveness also emerges through the repeated way of life, in association with the 
geographic surroundings. On the one hand, Edward Casey (1996, p. 19) believes that 
‘human beings – along with other entities on earth – are ineluctably place-bound’, while 
on the other hand, Feuchtwang (2012, p.11) claims that ‘locality is produced, in all 
conditions. Locality and its subjects are simultaneously and constantly in need of re-
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creation’. Building on Appadurai’s idea of locality as a relational and active process, 
Feutchtwang further argues that the product of a place ‘is also production of its context, 
which is a view of the here and the there together’.  
 
Mitchell’s (2000) definition of ‘framing the social imaginary’ points to the external 
aspect in making a place: the social markers and cultural resources it provides are not 
static as they are undergoing constant changes and are re-defined by the experience of the 
place. A major reason for change is the local’s interaction with outsiders, when external 
factors are inserted into the local’s daily routines. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Goffman 
(1973) defines the process of identification as an act to perform, an act to control one’s 
impression to others. Identity is not merely a question of ‘who I am (not)’, but ‘who I am 
(not) in relation to others’. This is why Doreen Massey (1994, p.169) believes that ‘the 
identity of a place does not derive from some internalised history. It derives in large part 
precisely from the specificity of its interactions with the “outside”’. This is because 
although administratively, places do have territories, Stephan Feuchtwang (2012, p. 4) 
clarifies that ‘places do not have to be territorial… A territorial place is open … even 
when they are clearly bounded, their boundaries are not physical enclosures’. People’s 
experience of a place, therefore, appears to be a combined understanding of three things: 
the rootedness of the social relations in that location, the natural landscape there, and the 
local people’s experiences of dealing with the outside world. The meanings and 
experiences of a place are not fixed, but are in a state of flux; as a result, people’s sense 
of self and belonging to the place also undergoes constant re-imaginations and re-
negotiations (Sen and Silverman, 2014).  
 
In the case of China a local place is situated within the broader, often asymmetric, 
spatial structure and power-relations of the nation state, and the local place in China often 
comes into being within the broader national experience of change and reform. Local 
place is, as stated in the introduction, in a dialectical relationship with the nation state and 
the two move in a relational process. Therefore, local place in China acts as the container 
for place-based identity (Oaks, 2006). By taking Guangzhou as a local place within 
China’s broader spatial system and by focusing on the city’s experience of change, the 
study of Weibo use and the formation of a Guangzhou identity must be located within 
Guangzhou’s sociality at a time of rapid changes and developments . The following 
section considers these changes and Guangzhou’s experience over time.  
 
2. Guangzhou and its surrounding region – a brief overview 
Guangzhou is an integral part of the Guangdong Province’s political, economic and 
cultural system. The following paragraphs briefly point out some of the region’s 
characteristics. In reviewing Guangdong’s economic development Peter Cheung (1998, p. 
125) summarises it in this way:  
 
The province’s economic success generally underscore its pioneering and 
affect political leadership, the early conferment of special policies by the 
central government, a favourable geographical location, a market-oriented 
development strategy that capitalizes on comparative advantages, as well as a 
decentralizing reform program that enhances the autonomy of sub-provincial 
governments.  
 
The summary touches on different dimensions that contribute to Guangdong’s 
economic development and makes the point that the region’s geographic dimension is 
characterised by social and economic transformations. Guangdong is located on China’s 
southern coast, bordering with Fujian, Jiangxi, Hainan and Guangxi provinces and Hong 
Kong and Macau SARs (special administrative regions). Guangzhou is the provincial 
capital, and its mainstream dialect is Cantonese, with Chaozhou and Hakka as the other 
two major dialects. Its 3,368.1km coast line is the longest in China, and this geographical 
feature provides Guangdong ‘excellent access to aquatic resources and maritime 
transport’ (Cheung, 2002, p.125), which helps to establish its role of being China’s 
southern gateway. By 1 November 2011, Guangdong had 105.05 million residents, which 
makes it the most populous province in China. About one-third of its population are 
‘floating’ (liudong renkou) (Xinhua, 2005). The high mobility is largely due to the influx 
of migrant workers to the economic development in the Pearl River Delta region and is a 
frequent travel destination for ‘millions of overseas Cantonese’ (Cheung, 2002, p. 124). 
According to the Guangdong Government’s official record (2012), the 20 million 
overseas Cantonese constitute two thirds of the world’s overseas Chinese population 
(with foreign citizenship). As the first province to launch China’s economic reform in the 
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late 1970s and early 1980s, Guangdong has three of China’s four special economic zones 
(SEZs): Shenzhen, Zhuhai and Shantou. Its ¥5.3 trillion (about US$838 billion) 
aggregated nominal GDP in 2011 accounted for nearly 12% of China’s national GDP 
(¥47.16 trillion) (Xinhua, 2012). 
 
Guangdong’s economy has undergone radical transformation from an agricultural 
based economy to a manufacturing and trading based one during the 1980s (Cheung, 
2002). Guangdong’s economy was mainly driven by Hong Kong and foreign investors’ 
manufacturing plants and processing factories. Shantou, on the eastern coast of 
Guangdong, for example, has had several hundred factories built, with 18,800 people 
employed by these plants by 1987. These factories mainly process items from Hong 
Kong, such as carpets, textiles, ceramics, embroidery and canning (Vogel, 1989, pp. 158-
159). Peter Cheung (2002, p.128) estimates that more than 1.4 million people in 
Guangdong were directly employed by those foreign invested firms in the 1980s.  
 
The rapid development of ICTs in recent years has diversified Guangdong’s 
manufacturing and processing industries. In terms of new ICT consumption, 
Guangdong’s 66.92 million Internet users rank highest in China and the 66% Internet 
penetration rate is also the highest among provinces (Beijing and Shanghai have the 
highest Internet penetration rates, 75.2% and 70.7%% respectively) (CNNIC, 2014). In 
terms of ICT production and manufacture, Zhuhai focuses on high-tech manufacture of 
electrical and computer products. For example, the Taiwanese company, Foxconn, which 
supplies devices to Apple’s iPhone and iPads, employs as many as 900,000 employees in 
Guangdong to run its daily operation (Qiu, 2012). Shenzhen is home for China’s shanzhai 
(copycat) culture, where international brands such as iPhone and Android phones are 
imitated and locally (re)produced to offer cheap and low-end ICT devices to the local and 
working class consumers (Qiu, 2009; Wallis and Qiu, 2012).  
 
Politically, Guangdong has been the site of popular resistance and political 
upheavals throughout history (Cartier, 2001, p. 2). Major upheavals in recent history 
include the two Opium Wars (1839 and 1856), the Taiping Rebellions (1850–1864) 
against the ruling Qing Dynasty, and the Chinese Revolution (Xinhai Revolution) in 1911 
led by Sun Yat-sen which overthrew the Qing Dynasty and ended China’s imperial rule. 
Guangdong was a major site for the Communist Revolution (1926-1949) led by Mao 
Zedong.  
 
As Guangdong was the test-bed for China’s economic reform, the provincial and 
sub-provincial governments received considerable administrative autonomy from the 
Central Government. The Guangdong government not only can develop their own 
economic strategy that is tailored for regional specifics and needs (such as, Shantou was 
more focused on the processing) but it can also develop its own mechanisms to handle 
social tensions and popular dissatisfaction (Cheung, 1998). The overall political 
atmosphere in Guangdong has been relatively more benign, that ‘tolerates popular 
grievances being expressed through formal channels’ (p. 144). In addition to the 
traditional channels of letters (xinfang) and visits (laifang) to the Standing Committee of 
the Guangdong Provincial People’s Congress, Guangdong governments also set up a 
complaint telephone hotline, since 1986. Guangzhou was the first city to champion a 
mayoral hotline service. As the ICTs advanced, Guangdong became the first Chinese 
region to publicise its annual budget on its provincial website. According to Nanfang 
Daily (2012), Guangdong has been developing e-governance across all of its 
administrative levels, from township to county and provincial. Since May 2012 it is 
mandatory that a provincial party official and the deputy governor of Guangdong to 
attend online webcam interaction session with Internet users in Guangdong in order to 
take questions and suggestions the general public.  
  
As the political, cultural and economic centre of the region, Guangzhou played a 
critical role in articulating the region’s transformation. Not only has the region received 
policy prioritisation to foster its economic restructuring efforts (Vogel, 1989; Cheung, 
2002), Guangzhou is exempt from many social and cultural policies in order to attract 
investment from Hong Kong and overseas Chinese, mostly Cantonese). For example, 
Guangzhou has been enjoying considerable linguistic autonomy over the years. As 
mentioned earlier, in order to express its domination, the CCP has been trying to unify the 
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Chinese people’s sense of cultural identity and collective memories. Promoting Mandarin 
has been a key measure to materialise this flow of domination since the 1950s (Guo, 
2012). After more than 50 years of promotions and enforcements, more than 53% of the 
Chinese population can speak Mandarin; however, urban residents have a higher rate of 
fluency than rural residents (Guo, 2012). The government’s promotion of Mandarin 
works on the expense of preserving local dialects in China. Local dialects have been 
largely eliminated in public spaces across major cities. In Shanghai, for example, the 
local dialect of Shanghainese is prohibited on mainstream broadcasting media and public 
transport announcements.  
 
In contrast, Cantonese is used in the Guangzhou government’s administrative 
bodies – and on Guangzhou’s public transportation systems, a trilingual announcement 
system is used: Mandarin, English and Cantonese. Cantonese is the main broadcasting 
language on Guangzhou’s television and radio channels. Moreover, during the 1980s, the 
local government tolerated illicit viewing of Hong Kong television (Xinhua, 2010). As 
will be discussed in a later section, the local government adopted a ‘one eye open, one 
eye closed’ approach to handle this development; it only banned this illicit viewing 
practice when there were important party leaders visiting from Beijing.  
 
In additional to linguistic autonomy, Ikels (2004) notes that many Cantonese 
traditional rituals are preserved. For example, burning paper goods for deceased family 
members and ancestors has long been the traditional ritual practice in Cantonese culture. 
Burning these paper products is a way for living generations to practice their filial piety. 
These rituals were outlawed during the Cultural Revolution years (1966–1976) because 
they were deemed to be superstitious, belonging to the feudal system. However, the 
opening up of China’s market has seen the restriction on these ritual practices loosened in 
Guangzhou (Ikel, p. 93). This created a welcoming environment to attract investment 
from overseas Cantonese and Hong Kong investors. However, these policy exemptions 
have not been implemented consistently over the years; the provincial government has 
outlawed part of these practices in later years; for instance, the setting off of firecrackers 
at cemeteries was banned in 1993 (Ikel, p. 94). As is seen in the handling of the illicit 
television cable, even though the provincial and sub-provincial governments have 
considerable administrative autonomy, they still need to fulfil their role as the CCP’s 
regional node to maintain the CCP’s political interest and governing legitimacy. The 
Central Government maintains its political power in its spatial management efforts. 
 
As the provincial capital, Guangzhou has been at the centre of Guangdong’s 
economic, political, social and cultural changes. It is important to note the different 
modes of economic activities in Guangzhou. In additional to decentralisation and 
privatisation, Guangzhou’s economy has been largely driven by foreign investment 
(including Hong Kong, Macau and overseas Chinese business people) (Vogel, 1989; 
Cheung, 1998, 2002). As Vogel (1989, pp.200-203) documents, Guangzhou still held the 
Export Commodities Fair throughout the Cultural Revolution. While the Export Fair was 
mainly open up to overseas Chinese at the time, it gradually opened to wider Western 
business communities during the 1970s. 
  
Unlike surrounding cities such as Zhuhai, Shenzhen and Shantou, which were the 
major sites for building new manufacturing plants and processing factories, Guangzhou 
has dedicated itself to improving its tourism and hospitality sectors since the 1980s in 
order to attract and retain foreign investment. This was partly because Guangzhou was 
the region’s administrative centre and hence the transferring terminal for both the 
investors and migrant workers to travel to other cities; it was also because the city of 
Guangzhou offered fewer spaces to build new industrial plants because of its 
overcrowded population and the heavy industrial plants built in the 1950s5 were old and 
expensive to replace. Therefore, Guangzhou took up the role to ‘improve the investment 
climate’ for the entire Guangdong by looking after visitors from overseas and interstate 
(Vogel, 1989, p. 200). One of the major developments at the time was five-star hotels. 
The development of five-stars hotels, mostly owned and managed by Hong Kong 
companies at the time, not only created new revenue and employment, but it brought the 
concept of customer service and setting new standards ‘that began to reverberate 
                                               
5 These plants were built to meet Mao’s policy of ‘production first, livelihood later’ (Vogel, 1989, p. 197).  
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throughout the city and the Delta’ (Vogel, 1989, p.203). These luxury hotels represent 
sites of modernity (xiandai hua) for Guangzhouers, in which the capitalist mode of 
management, service standards and product qualities set up a striking contrast to the 
everyday experience in Guangzhou at the time.  
 
More importantly, the fact that Guangzhou became the first major city in China to 
‘allow ordinary people without special permission in the front doors of the first-class 
hotels for foreign guests’ (Vogel, 1989, p. 203) further facilitated local Cantonese bodily 
experience of these new hospitality standards and developed a sense of equality: there 
were virtually no physical barriers to experience and witness the settings, presentations, 
facilities, products, qualities and even interactions with Western modernity directly as 
hotels were the easiest place to meet foreigners. China Hotel (Zhongguo Da Jiudian), for 
example, rented out its space to Guangzhou’s Friendship Supermarket (Youyi Shangdian), 
which had the exclusive right to sell imported food and dairy products. China Hotel’s 
bakery also opened to the public during the 1980s, selling breads, cheese, wines, pasta, 
salami, and other Western food. These hotels not only became sites to imagine different 
and better material lives but they also symbolised a better and fairer social concept, 
where social and economic statuses were dissolved (although temporarily and 
imaginatively). 
 
In relation to the above overview there are three aspects that require attention to 
contextualise Weibo use in Guangzhou: economic reforms, local media, and Guangzhou’s 
proximity to Hong Kong. The next section first provides a brief overview of Guangzhou’s 
economic reform. Instead of focusing on the changing economic management, leadership 
and policies on administrative systems, as others have noted (Vogel, 1989; Cheung 1998; 
2002; Chung, 2008), it highlights changes in people’s perception and social norms in 
respect to being the first city to reform in China.  
 
2.1 The first to reform, the first to change 
Because of space constraints I will not go through China’s economic reforms in detail. 
Instead I would like to highlight some general and major social changes alongside the 
economic reforms. To understand the social impact of the economic reforms in 
Guangzhou, national institutional restructuring and local economic characteristics must 
be considered together. Being a major economic region in China, the impact and effects 
of macro nationwide institutional reform are easily observable; yet its geographical and 
historical uniqueness reflect a nationwide social transformation.  
 
The effort to privatise and decentralise the management of state owned enterprises 
(SOEs) seeded many social changes throughout the economic reforms era. The transition 
from a centrally planned economy, which used to allocate jobs, housing, schooling and 
health care services to its people to one of being a market-driven, individual orientated 
and self-responsible system, radically changed the perception of life and social attitudes 
in China. Although the government still had its hand firmly on key industries (such as 
military and resources sectors), commercial sectors were disengaged from the 
government’s direct control and management.  
 
The downsizing and privatisation of thousands of SOEs radically reshuffled 
China’s economic and social structures. There were profound economic and social 
implications. Economically, this reform resulted in more than 63 million jobs in SOEs 
being cut between 1993 and 2002, nationwide (Yan, 2010, p.498). The end of the ‘iron 
rice bowl’ (tie fan wan) not only ended job and income security, but led to the end of 
secure housing, schooling and health care systems. These had become the new financial 
burdens during the post-Mao era, with many calling them ‘the new three mountains’ (xin 
san zuo da shan) on the backs of the Chinese people (Qiu, 2009). Although the 
decentralisation and privatisation of SOEs induced market competition and 
individualisation (in terms of economic and social independence), drastic changes within 
such a short period of time greatly increased the financial burdens and economic shock to 
urban dwellers. Laid-off middle-aged workers and unemployed youth, including many 
university graduates, struggled to cope with Guangdong’s rapidly increased costs of 
living. For example, Guangzhou’s standard of living increased by 5.5% from 2010 to 
2011. Food prices of items that constitute basic everyday living, all went up: rice 11.2%, 
meat and poultry 15.7%, fish 14.1%. At the same time, unemployment increased by 6,300 
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people, however the average real income only increased by 6.5%, falling short of the 
inflation figure (Guangdong Government, 2012). 
 
As a consequence of the changing economic conditions the process of privatisation 
and commercialisation of SOEs carries a connotation that runs against the traditional 
socialist collective and sharing values; instead, competition and individual 
interests/wellbeing, becomes central. For example, the common social criticism of the 
post-80s generation, who were born as the only child in a family under the One Child 
Policy as selfish, self-centric, and arrogant (Qiu, 2009; Liu, 2010; Yan, 2010), and the 
older generation’s concern that this new generation would not survive the increasingly 
competitive employment market and society because they were being spoiled (Cockain, 
2012), resemble precisely the changing social realities on the one hand, and the changing 
social values on the other (Yan, 2010; Ci, 1994). These changes, however, are not 
passive; rather, they prompt active search and exploration of independency (Rofel, 2007; 
Yan, 2010). 
 
At the same time of privatising SOEs, the rural collective arrangement was 
dismantled and all collective property, with the exception of farmland, was privatised. 
This had a profound impact on Guangdong’s demographic shifts as villagers were free to 
sell their surplus agricultural produce in the cities and people with rural residency were 
free to travel to provincial capitals to seek employment opportunities. Furthermore, the 
economic gap between Guangdong and its neighbouring provinces attracted millions of 
migrant workers seeking employment opportunities (Cheung, 2002, p.135). According to 
the Guangdong Government’s official website (2011), Guangdong’s population increased 
by more than 17 million in the first decade of the new millennium, 6.4 million of whom 
were ‘floating population’ (temporary) and 2.08 million new migrants to Guangdong 
(they changed their permanent residency to Guangdong). The number of floating 
population is even greater in Guangzhou because of its role of being the administrative 
centre in the region. For example, more than 28 million migrant workers transited at 
Guangzhou in a period of 40 days before and after the Chinese Lunar New Year in 2013 
(Ye and Li, 2013).  
 The demographic shift and mounting financial pressure, along with a growing 
competitive labour market, have caused social tensions. Identity conflicts between locals 
and outsiders have intensified over employment, economic and social resources, cultural 
recognition, and even family disputes with migrant workers often blamed for social 
unrest and public insecurity (Cheung, 2002).6 In order to survive, new migrants are 
willing to accept lower wages than the locals (Cheung, 2002). Female rural migrant 
workers, on the other hand, are often portrayed as ‘second wives’ who intrude on the 
stability of urban families (Zheng, 2009). Many local Cantonese call new migrants ‘lao 
lao’ (in Cantonese this means dirty and uncivilised northern people) or ‘New Guangzhou 
people’, to express their cultural and social superiority and to express dismay and 
discomfort about the demographic shifts.   
 
2.2 Media and Nanfang News Group 
Guangzhou is home of the ‘most respected journalistic institutions’ in China – the 
Nanfang Daily Media Group (Dean, 2009), which became reputable after defying media 
censorship during the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and the Sun Zhigang 
incident in 2003 (Zhao, 2008; Zhao and Xing, 2012).7 As mentioned in the Introduction, 
in 2013 this news organisation captured worldwide attention by prominently contesting 
China’s media regulation and challenging Xi’s Chinese Dream concept. 
 
During the first week of the new year of 2013, hundreds of white and yellow 
chrysanthemum flowers were placed outside the headquarters of Southern Media Group 
(Nanfang Media, Nanfang hereafter) in Guangzhou. Chrysanthemum flowers are 
normally used for mourning purposes, such as funerals, and the connotation was the 
                                               
6 See Cheung (2002, p.137-138) for a detailed discussion about declining public order and growing 
criminal activities in Guangdong during the 1990s. While the demographic shifts and economic hardships 
do play a role in the proliferation of Guangdong’s criminal activities, Cheung (p.137) also notes, crimes 
such as smuggling involved ‘cadres and public-security personnel at basic levels’. Thus official corruption 
and power abuse become the most resilient factor in the persistence of these crimes. 
 
7 Sun Zhigang, a 27-year-old rural graduate who was wrongly detained by Guangzhou police (under 
China’s detention regime against rural migrants) as he failed to present his temporary residency card. 
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fading of news freedom and editorial autonomy. Unlike other mainstream press in China 
Nanfang’s newspapers are known for their investigative journalism, testing the limit of 
free speech (Elgot, 2013). Nanfang Media publishes Southern Daily, Southern Metropolis 
Daily, Southern Weekend, 21st Century Business Herald, eight other regional newspapers, 
a number of magazines, and distributing multimedia content. Nanfang is owned by the 
Guangdong provincial government and the leader of the corporation is Guangdong’s 
party secretary. Since 1992, the Chinese government has not provided guaranteed 
financial assistance to media outlets. The breakdown of danwei (work unit) system and 
the rise of consumerism have forced China’s news organisations to financially sustain 
themselves while remaining politically regulated. Guangzhou’s newspapers have been at 
the forefront of media reform and the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, 
Film and Television (SARFT) have exploited the lucrative advertising market to boost 
revenue. Guangzhou Daily, for example, transformed itself ‘from a state party organ into 
a commercially successful newspaper’ by appealing to the established urban middle class 
in Guangzhou (Zhao, 2008, p. 251). Guangzhou Daily’s transformation was selected by 
the Central Party Propaganda Department as ‘a pilot press conglomerate in January 1996’ 
(p. 98). Some major changes include streamlining its organisational structure, 
strengthening editorial control, upgrading facilities and expanding its distribution system 
both inside and outside the Guangzhou area.  
 
In an effort to compete with Guangzhou Daily, Nanfang also took the path of 
commercialisation and explored its own market space by appealing to the lower social 
strata in Guangzhou (Zhao, 2008; Zhao and Xing, 2012). One of its strategies was to 
publish a weekend edition of its newspaper. That involved obtaining a new license to 
publish. Unlike Southern Daily, which is Nanfang’s main paper, it is required to fulfil a 
political propaganda function, the subsidiary papers such as Southern Weekly and 
Southern Metropolis Daily have more editorial autonomy and are more market driven 
(Zhao, 2008, p. 134). The change in editorial practice is evidenced in the three major 
newspaper groups in Guangzhou. In addition to Guangzhou Daily and Nanfang, 
Yangcheng Evening News is the other major player. In the pro-Cantonese protest, 
Yangcheng Evening News played a prominent role in shoring up support for the pro-
Cantonese protest and was vocal in condemning the government’s effort to eliminate 
local dialects in China.  
 
In contrast, Nanfang journalists’ efforts to push against China’s media regulatory 
line and test the limit of censorship are more prominent and well-known. Rosenthal, at 
the New York Times (2002), describes Southern Weekly as ‘China’s most influential 
liberal newspaper, one that consistently produces top-flight investigative journalism’. 
Even before the coverage of the SARS outbreak and the Sun Zhigang case in 2003, 
Southern Weekly and Southern Metropolis Daily had been dealing with public health 
issues (AIDS in rural China) and social inequalities (unfair tax burdens on farmers). 
Further, Nanfang’s journalists have been at the forefront of utilising new media 
technology to challenge state censorship. The Sun Zhigang case captured public attention 
because the Southern Metropolis Daily’s journalists posted their investigations, which 
were not allowed to be published on blogs (Zhao, 2008). Although being a regional 
media, Nanfang’s newspapers have nationwide circulation. Southern Weekly is distributed 
in nineteen major Chinese cities, including Beijing and Shanghai (Southern Weekly). 
 
In 2013, Nanfang journalists escalated conflicts with the provincial government by 
staging a strike to protest against government intrusion in editorial autonomy. The strike 
started to unfold on 3 January 2013, when some journalists of the Southern Weekly 
(Nanfang Zhoubao) newspaper posted on Sina Weibo that the head of Guangdong 
Province’s Propaganda Department, Tuo Zhen, interfered in editorial autonomy and 
forced the newspaper’s editors to change their New Year’s special editorial (Kai, 2013). It 
was alleged that the initial version of the New Year’s editorial, titled, ‘Dream of China, 
Dream of Constitutionalism’, was rejected by the Propaganda Department. The original 
article highlighted social problems and the potential difficulties of achieving President Xi 
Jinping’s Chinese Dream ideal and urged greater social and political reform via proper 
implementation of the constitution (Ng, 2013). Instead, the published version deleted 
lines about constitutionalism and controversial social issues about inequalities and power-
abuse by officials, and went on to glorify the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) under Xi 
Jinping’s new leadership. It changed the title to ‘We are closer than ever before to our 
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dream’. Journalists from Southern Weekly published two open-letters on Weibo to accuse 
the authorities of by-passing the standard editorial line and interfering with news 
freedom. They demanded the resignation of Zuo Zhen (Elgot, 2013). China’s online 
censorship went quickly to work, and many reporters’ personal Weibo accounts were 
suspended (Kai, 2013).  
 
Staffers at the Southern Weekly took further action on 7 January by going on strike 
and engaging in a street demonstration outside Nanfang Media’s headquarters. The 
newspaper suspended publication for a few days. The dispute was finally settled after 
Guangdong’s Party Secretary, Hu Chunhua, personally negotiated with the journalists and 
promised that no individual journalist would be prosecuted or punished. While the editor 
in chief, Huang Can, was fired on the demands of the journalists, Zuo Zhen was able to 
keep his job as the head of the Propaganda Department. The newspaper resumed normal 
operations on 10 January.  
 
The Southern Weekly incident clearly illustrates social and political discontent in 
China and tension between news practitioners and their governing bodies. It illustrates an 
ongoing struggle of news and journalism liberalisation in China. Specifically, this 
incident reveals the contested nature of social acceptance of Xi Jinping’s Chinese Dream 
(Zhongguo meng). A core discourse in Xi’s speech about the Chinese Dream concept on 
29 November 2012 was national solidarity, that a strong nation’ (under the leadership of 
the CCP) represents the fundamental interests of all Chinese people (Xinhua, 2012). 
Interestingly, Xi did not use the term ‘Zhongguo’ (which now commonly refers to the 
People’s Republic of China) in his speech, but employed a broader term, ‘Zhonghua 
minzu’ (the Chinese ethnicity), to emphasise unity and solidarity among all Chinese. The 
construction of a singular and indifferent Chinese identity, in terms of ethnicity, 
geographic and social classes, in Xi’s concept of the Chinese Dream reflects a much 
broader and ongoing mechanism of the CCP: to construct a singular and unified national 
identity for CCP’s governing legitimacy. This occurs through two institutions: media and 
education. The Southern Weekly incident clearly reveals the government’s intention to 
unify national discourse (in the rhetoric of Xin Jinping’s Chinese Dream) and so exert 
power through institutional management. But such a process is not without contestation 
from local places. The Southern Weekly incident illustrates that there are co-existing but 
competing views about the idea of a nation. Instead of a single dream, there are many 
regionalised dreams in China.  
 
2.3 Hong Kong, cross-borders imaginations 
As well as people’s personal and direct experience with the changing material and 
ideological values during the reforms, the aspiration of modernity has remained critical. 
Guangzhou’s economic development and social changes are closely related to Hong 
Kong. Because of geographical proximity to Hong Kong, cultural intimacy is 
constructed. This has evolved through migration, investment and media and popular 
culture consumption. The geo-culture in Guangzhou region and the entire Guangdong are 
shaped by close historical, ethnic and cultural ties with Hong Kong (Fung and Ma, 2002; 
Ma, 2012). Many Guangzhou people have relatives living there (see Ma, 2012). In 
addition to sending monetary and material goods, such as toys, electronics and furniture 
products back home, relatives often share their tales and stories of lives in a capitalist 
city, which becomes the counter-narrative to official socialist narratives in Guangzhou. 
This cross border imagination becomes a major force that has shaped the public 
imagination of Western modernity in the region, even during the Mao era. Ambivalences 
arise as identity, choice of goods and products, media consumption and cultural affiliation 
cross the borders between two different social, economic and political systems occur.  
 
The cross-border imagination was reinforced during the 1980s and 1990s as Hong 
Kong television and popular culture flourished in the media and social spheres in 
Guangdong. The freer news programs and wide variety of content set up a striking 
contrast to television programming in mainland China, which mainly had structured 
socialist propaganda content. As a window to global capitalism, the consumption of Hong 
Kong’s mediascape (Ma, 2012) set the benchmark for social justice, political freedom and 
cultural tolerance in Guangzhou’s socioscape. The disjunctive between a lagging-behind 
socioscape in Guangzhou and the forward, modernised mediascape of Hong Kong at the 
same time not only created cross-border ‘imaginaries’ (Ma, 2012), but invoked critical 
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reassessments of everyday realities.  
 
Hong Kong culture did not simply flow into Guangzhou and its surrounding areas 
due to population movements and economic cooperation. Instead, the experience of 
accessing Hong Kong media and culture were the results of constant struggles between 
the people and the provincial government, and between the Guangdong government and 
the Central Government. According to a historical account in xuexi bolan (Study 
Exhibition), an academic journal published by China’s Department of Education, 
Guangdong fought for the right to access and consume Hong Kong television programs 
and popular culture back in the 1980s (Mumian Huakai, 2011).  
 
The diffusion of Hong Kong media during the 1980s was strongly criticised by high 
ranking central leaders, who ordered a ban on Hong Kong television (Mumian Huakai, 
2011). However, the Guangdong Government did not take to the order; instead, they 
conducted a survey and found the majority of Hong Kong television programs ‘provide 
timely and accurate news and information; the programs are more attractive to the public 
because they were focusing on ordinary people’s everyday lives’ (2011). Therefore, the 
Guangdong provincial government at the time decided to take a ‘one eye open one eye 
closed’ (zheng zhi yan, bi zhi yan) approach, only banning Hong Kong television when 
there were high ranking political/Party leaders visiting. This brief historical account has 
great significance. As Jing Wang (2007, p.10) argues,  
 
 
Although China is known for its highly centralized political control, the 
Center has given scholar-gentry bureaucrats and their contemporary 
counterparts (i.e., the cadres) significant leeway to translate imperial decrees 
and central policy guidelines into actions appropriate for the particular 
locality in which they were appointed to govern. 
 
 
The struggles between the provincial and the Central Government also illustrate different 
governing mindsets between the two political spheres. Guangzhou’s and Guangdong’s 
cultural intimacy with Hong Kong and the people’s desire and imagination of the Western 
modern world at the time were, therefore, partly encouraged and endorsed by the 
provincial government.  
 
In a comparative study about urban homeowners’ protests over the local 
government’s violation of homeowners’ interests, between protests in Beijing and 
Guangzhou, Wu and Yip (2010) found the numbers, frequencies and intensities of 
homeowners’ protests are always higher in Guangzhou than Beijing, and that residents in 
Guangzhou are able to take more diversified actions, such as calling the police, signing 
petitions, using the media, or appealing to higher levels of government to protect their 
rights and interests. The authors believe it is because homeowners in Guangzhou ‘have a 
stronger desire to self-govern their own property’ than people in Beijing, due to their 
‘comprehensive international communication and the proximity of Hong Kong’ (p.522).  
 
3. Conclusion 
The above review aims to connect Guangzhou’s experience with the broader regional 
transformation. Being the provincial capital, it is limiting to discuss Guangzhou’s 
experience without reviewing changes in the entire province. The role of Guangzhou is to 
serve as the hub of administrative policies, population movements and cultural 
interactions for the entire province. The place is open to multiple actors – the Central 
Government, foreign investors, migrant workers and other immigrants across China - but 
more importantly, while the city was open to the flows of economic policies and political 
intervention, such openness also defines the localised experience for Guangzhou to allow 
its local subjectivity (such as to maintain it preference to a Cantonese culture) to be 
constructed.  
 
The contextual information from this chapter foregrounds the analysis of the three 
case study chapters as they bring together many of the conceptual and contextual 
discussions. By having an understanding of Guangzhou’s social, economic and cultural 
changes during the economic reform era, the next chapter can detail the study’s research 
design and methodological approach.  
 
 71 
 
 
Chapter 3  
Researching Weibo: design and methods 
In this chapter I detail the methodology and research design for the study and explain its 
data collection methods, organisational procedures and the analytical approach. This 
thesis employs a case study approach that investigates the research question of how 
Guangzhou people use Sina Weibo to present their geo-identity. This approach is located 
within the broader scholarship of media events. Three case studies have been chosen and 
have been organised in chronological order to examine the issue of ‘local identity’ over 
time. The analysis of the case studies are supported by the collected respective Weibo 
data. While the methods used to collect, organise and analyse online data are informed by 
previous works in Weibo research, the process of data collection also allowed me to 
explore how Weibo’s materiality, in terms of its technical function and feature, 
communicative structure, operational logic, business nature, political limitation, 
interweave with Guangzhou’s sociality in each case. By discussing these main issues 
about Weibo, this chapter argues that the platforms’ specific socioeconomic and political 
characteristics must be addressed and engaged with in order to develop appropriate 
research methods and procedures.  
 
With the specific research focus on identity and new media use, this thesis sits 
within the interdisciplinary area of Internet studies and digital communications research. 
Conventionally, works that have a similar research scope to this thesis would have 
followed an ethnographic approach to collecting data and conducting investigations (see, 
for example, Qiu, 2009; Liu, 2010; Miller, 2011; Bucciferror, 2012). This thesis, 
however, has an important distinction: it uses the online data that are publicly available 
on Weibo.8 This data source was chosen because online data are generated by Weibo 
users and therefore carry rich information about the competing discourses and the 
unequal power relationship in the society. This approach helps with developing an 
understanding of how social sentiments and public opinions are formed, accumulated and 
                                               
8 The QUT University Human Research Ethics Committee assessed this research as meeting the conditions 
for exemption from HREC review and approval in accordance with section 5.1.22 of the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). Exemption code: 1400000260. 
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changed over time. However, I do recognise that an ethnographic approach would have 
allowed the inquiry to be located within the physical site of study and provide firsthand 
experience in witnessing people’s embodiment process with new media technology. At 
the same time, the approach used here, which is focused on online data and a specific 
data platform, is not in any way detracting from the conventional media ethnographic 
approach and is in line with the recent scholarly dialogues about a ‘digital ethnography’ 
approach. 
 
 Just like media ethnography, digital ethnography is starting to emerge as a 
methodological approach at a time of change. As Horst, Hjorth and Tacchi (2012) point 
out, the developments of new communication technologies in recent decades naturally 
lead to the ‘rethinking’ of ethnography in media and communication studies. This 
rethinking has come about because ethnography is a study of ‘audiences’ that emerged as 
a critical approach to challenge the conventional, quantitative-centric treatment of media 
audiences as ‘passive’ (Horst, Hjorth and Tacchi, 2012). However, the advancement of 
communicative devices and media platforms transforms the nature of communication: 
increasingly, the smaller private spheres, such as one’s bedroom, are overtaking the large 
open public spaces as the major site of media content production and consumption 
(Horst, Hjorth and Tacchi, 2012). In addition, media production and consumption 
becomes increasingly ‘siteless’ (Sun, 2012a) because of the high mobility of media users 
while they are producing and consuming media content. Hence, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to locate a physical site to observe users’ media-related practices and 
communicative rituals – for example, because people are on the move while consuming 
media or they like keeping everything to themselves with their private and personal 
realms. But users’ media use pattern and consumption behaviours are increasingly 
concentrated and condensed in a virtual environment, appearing as Internet data – for 
example, in a personal blog, semi-public discussion forums or open-access websites. 
Internet data are not neutral: they are essentially the virtualised form of social practices, 
daily routines and political relations that used to be only performed in physical settings. 
As a result, it is fair to say that online data are inherently social as they are implicated in 
social relationships, human interests, history and culture (Wajcman, 2015).  
 I must, however, make clear that the online-data approach is not and could never be 
a replacement for ethnographic fieldwork; rather, it serves as a complement that can 
extend the line of inquiry into a new, highly mobilised and individualised communication 
environment. Furthermore, as Postill and Pink (2012, p. 123) remind us, the ‘uses of 
social media can also be interwoven with the qualities, political structures and histories of 
localities or regions’. In other words, online data reflect the power structure and 
relationship of the geographic place of study because online data often contain the traces 
of struggles and interplays. The uses of media in general in China, and Weibo in 
particular, have never been free from the country’s political constraints. The study of 
online data allows researchers to understand how these political elements influence 
online practices and culture. Furthermore, this is also a study of the Weibo platform, both 
in the sense of technicality and commercialisation. This chapter aims to develop a 
research design that pays specific attention, not only to the technical layouts, but also to 
the commercial nature of Weibo, an aspect Christian Fuchs (2015) has recently dealt 
with. By considering the issues of location, politics, power, and market forces, online 
data allow this thesis to develop a systematic methodological approach to investigate the 
interlocking relationships among the three key elements: platform, place and identity.  
 
This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section highlights the methods 
used in current Weibo scholarship. Rather than employing conventional methods of 
ethnographic works, such as interviews and focus groups, Weibo research tends to make 
use of the rich online data available on the platform. The second section builds on this 
experience and introduces a case study approach. The third section explains data 
collection processes to point out that Weibo data reflect the changing power relations 
between the state, market and users. Framing analysis is an appropriate method for 
exploring these dynamics. The fourth section then explores the use of framing analysis 
and explains why it as a suitable method for the purpose of this thesis.  
 
1. Weiguan Zhongguo (Looking at China through Weibo) 
This thesis studies social and political dynamics in China through the lens of Weibo. 
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Weibo was chosen because it is a defining service that has transformed China’s Internet 
from a blog and discussion forum to a microblogging services-based network. More 
important, Weibo has played a prominent role in articulating the formation of public 
opinion and alternative political discourse (Hu, 2011; Sullivan, 2012, 2013). Attention is 
given to how Weibo enacts resistance from below. Sukosed and Fu (2013), for example, 
use framing analysis to examine the formation of public opinion and popular activism on 
environmental issues. The authors also test their sample against Habermas’s public sphere 
framework and note that Weibo is not a ‘wild place’ – the majority of Weibo posts 
(64.4%) contain some argument or evidence to support this claim, and only 28.8% of 
posts are considered to be ‘emotional weibos’ (p.13). This figure is consistent with my 
previous research (Wang, 2013) into deliberative politics on Weibo, where I found that 
60.4% of Weibo posts in the sample contained certain kinds of reasoning to justify their 
arguments.  
 
Instead of lingering on a public sphere framework, Tong and Zuo (2013) compare 
two mass incidents in China’s countryside (Wukan incident and Haimen incident in 
Guangdong 2011) and note that Weibo is capable of orchestrating inter-strata 
connectivity. Weibo does not merely expand the scale and scope of an incident beyond its 
geographic space, rather it expands and ‘upscales’ social controversy beyond the relevant 
social strata, by making a local dispute into a national concern. As well as developing 
inter-strata networks, Weibo contributes to inter-regional communication, as seen in 
Huang and Sun’s study of China’s urban homeowners’ protests (2014). The authors say 
that Weibo should be perceived as ‘a space for virtual organisational infrastructure 
building’, that Weibo ‘links activists into a common contentious front and serves as a 
breeding ground for mobilization’ (pp.97-98). The study notes that Weibo users are 
highly selective: ‘on average, tweets posted by verified users are circulated more widely’. 
It reflects a highly sophisticated political culture. Its rather unique ‘users-fans’ (instead of 
a merely ‘user – follower’ or ‘friend – friend’) relationship helps Weibo users distinguish 
the usefulness and trustworthiness of online information for the purpose of collective 
action. While Huang and Sun’s discussion focuses on the dimension of political 
communication and usage for collective action, their findings are inherently social.  
 ‘Reposting’ is more than a technical function that connects people. Poell, de Kloet 
and Zeng (2014) use actor-network theory to argue that Weibo interacts with other human 
actors (users and the state). The formation of ‘publics’ is articulated by different practices 
on Weibo, such as linking, reposting and commenting. The technical platform interacts 
with social practices, making Weibo a ‘techno-cultural assemblage’ which entangles with 
other social actors in the course of contentious politics (p.14). However, Poell, de Kloet 
and Zeng (2014) point out that Weibo has dual characteristics, as it also constantly 
partakes in (in the form of self-censorship) China’s online censoring and governing 
system.   
 
A number of projects focus on Weibo control. The Weiboscope project at the 
University of Hong Kong used a live tracking system to collect entries from Weibo 
accounts with more than 1,000 followers (about 350,000 accounts)9. Weiboscope then 
viewed their sample’s timeline. If any posts were missing from the timeline or there was 
an error message of "permission denied", then Weiboscope classified the missing post as 
being censored. The project’s contribution is consistent with Poell, de Kloet and Zeng’s 
(2014) observation that Weibo is actively removing content that it deems to be 
inappropriate, even before the government’s order.  
 
Weiboscope was able to identify and preserve censored posts/comments for 
scholarly use. By using Weiboscope’s archive, Ng (2013) made a list of sensitive terms 
that were blocked on Weibo and discussed their social political context. Instead of seeing 
China’s censorship as merely ruthless and oppressive, Ng’s study spells out some of the 
broader social and political reasons for the state’s involvement with the Internet. King, 
Pan and Roberts (2013) also studied the blocked content and made the observation that 
China’s censorship does not aim to suppress individuals’ criticism of the state or the CCP. 
Instead, the purpose of censorship was to ‘reduce the probability of collective action’; as 
a result, ‘the Chinese people are individually free but collectively in chains’ on the 
                                               
9 See Weiboscope’s website (http://research.jmsc.hku.hk/social/obs.py/sinaweibo/#) at the University of 
Hong Kong. Accessed throughout 2013.  
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Internet (p.339).  
 
Current scholarship on Weibo develops interactive frameworks that capture the 
interplay between technology, individuals and institutions in China. More importantly, by 
highlighting the main technical, commercial, social and political characteristics of Weibo, 
current scholarship provides valuable guidance for designing research methods that 
address the issues and characteristics of the platform. For example, the Weiboscope 
project has developed its comparative analysis by considering the political dimension of 
Weibo; Poell, de Kloet and Zeng (2014) developed their manual data collection method 
by considering the political economy of Weibo. Building on current research, this thesis 
presents these issues in a holistic and systematic manner through studying three case 
studies that are different in nature but, nevertheless, address the same issue of geo-
identity in Guangzhou. This chapter argues that the researcher must engage with the 
nature of, and issues about, the social media platform to formulate an appropriate 
research design. The following section introduces the case study as the methodological 
approach of this thesis.   
 
2. A Case Study Approach 
The majority of Weibo studies concern the formation of public opinion and competing 
discourses during major social incidents. Case study is a dominant methodological 
approach used by Weibo researchers, in addition to being a well-adopted approach to 
investigate subject matter in qualitative research (Blaike, 2005; Stake, 2003; Saldana, 
2011). Further, this thesis takes Gibbert, Ruigrok and Wicki’s (2008) advice to examine 
and understand the ‘phenomena’ in the context of each case, instead of evaluating the 
cases thematically as independent from the context.  
 
The research is hence, designed in a way to addresses such a relationship between 
the selected case studies and their immediate social–political context in China, and in 
Guangzhou specifically. Moreover, the three case studies present the relationship between 
Weibo use and the formation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity from different dimensions 
including social, political and economic, over time. The design here recognise that 
identity does not evolve instantly; it is gradually developed and negotiated over time. The 
research in this thesis was conducted to first identify online practices that contribute to 
the construction of identity; then it interrogated these practices in relation to the 
immediate social, cultural and political transformations in Guangzhou in order to pinpoint 
the underlining discourse and significances of the case. 
 
 Studying different cases helps to identify common characteristics, in terms of 
conflict, during the process of identity formation. As Stake (2008, p.123) points out, cases 
must be similar in nature; however, finding possible commonalities of interest in cases of 
a different nature helps in our understanding of theories the social dynamics. Three cases 
have been selected and are organised in the following order: 
 
1. Chapter 4 examines the pro-Cantonese protest in 2010; 
2. Chapter 5 is a longitudinal study of EDPF in GZ and the sampling period is July 
2012 to July 2013; 
3. Chapter 6 examines the anti-Japan protest in Guangzhou in September 2012. 
 
The pro-Cantonese protest is a classical state-public contention. The protest in 
Guangzhou resisted the government’s intention to abolish Cantonese broadcasting on 
Guangzhou TV. The case, however, differs from many other state-public contentions in 
China because the controversy was not about economic inequality, it was not a simple 
conflict between the working/middle class Chinese and China’s political elites; instead, 
the issue was about cultural representation of a local place. The conflicts did not originate 
from the unequal economic power and distribution; rather, they originated from the 
asymmetric spatial relation between the central state and the local place.  
 
The EDPF case, in contrast, was not an incident; it is about a Weibo community (a 
Weibo group) that provided news and information about city life in Guangzhou. In 
studying the location-based social media use in Shanghai, Hjorth, Wilken and Gu (2012, 
p. 45) note that ‘much of the literature on China’s internet has focused on its role as a 
contested site between public opinion and government policies’… the seemingly ‘less 
 79 
 
political’ side of the new technology has been relatively overlooked’. The term ‘case 
study’ in the field of China’s Internet research seems to refer only to major public 
incidents. However, I propose to have a longitudinal study inserted between two 
incidental-case studies (the pro-Cantonese protest and the anti-Japan demonstrations) to 
capture the continuity and sustainability of popular politics on Weibo.  
 
A longitudinal study collects data and makes observation of the same variables over 
extended periods of time (Ruspini, 1999; Menard, 2002; Åhlström and Karlsson, 2009). 
The aim of a longitudinal study is to determine the correlated linkage between variables. 
Ideally, the study period of a longitudinal study should be over a time span of years; 
because of the time constraint of this research study and the fact that the selected EDPF 
case only launched its service in July 2012, this study can only collect data for a period of 
twelve months. Moreover, EDPF has migrated some of its services to WeChat and has 
only posted new content on that account since 2013. This is due the changing social 
media habits of users. As it will be more useful to focus on the period that Weibo was 
most popular and widely used, the sampling period ends in July 2013. EDPF provides an 
alternative dimension to examine the relevant online practices and discourses. 
 
The boycott of the anti-Japan protest campaign on Weibo was an incident driven by 
social controversy during the nationwide anti-Japan protest in 2012. A large number of 
protesters from different parts of China went to Guangzhou to stage demonstrations, but 
this disrupted city life and caused properties damage. This is not an obvious state-public 
confrontation, as the initial framing on Weibo mainly focused on the local–outsider 
conflicts and the central issue of controversy was about the ‘ownership’ of Guangzhou’s 
city space. This case was selected because it highlights a different dimension for 
investigating the formation of identity on Weibo: Weibo enacted a Guangzhou identity 
that was negotiated between the sense of defending local subjectivity and a sense of 
belonging to the nation state.  
 
The cases were selected for three reasons: first, they all took place within the first 
five years of Weibo’s launch, and the service experienced its fastest growth during those 
years (CNNIC, 2010-2014). Weibo was the primary site for the three cases to unfold and 
all three cases were about constructing and to negotiating Guangzhouers’ sense of 
locality. Second, all cases are constrained by the asymmetric power relationship between 
China’s central state and its local places. Third, as mentioned, the central state apparatus 
is constantly attempting to exert domination and these cases illustrate the capacity of 
local places in China to resist and negotiate with the central state. In doing so, the three 
cases illustrate Weibo’s role in mediating the process of identification and facilitates the 
development and reinforcement of Guangzhouers’ sense of self and belonging.  
 
The three cases represent the cultural, social and political dimensions of 
Guangzhou and their relationship with the central state. Culturally, these three cases focus 
on the protection, defence and preservation of the local Cantonese culture. The core 
issues in the cases are located within the context of a fast changing social and 
demographic structure as a result of economic reform and the process of urbanisation. 
Politically, these three cases entail activism and the sentiments of resistance against the 
central state and its cultural policies. Hence, all the cases reveal China’s asymmetric 
spatial relations between the centre state and local places. Table 1 summarises the three 
cases.  
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            Table 1 Case study analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
                
Case study 
 
Sampling 
period 
Issues Category Development Outcome 
Pro-
Cantonese 
protest 
July 2010 Linguistic right; 
cultural 
diversity; local 
preservation; 
identity 
marginalisation 
State-public 
confrontation 
Street protest on 25 
July 2014 
The government withdrew 
the policy that prohibits 
Cantonese broadcasting 
EDPF Weibo 
Group 
 
July 2012 – 
July 2013 
Economic 
hardship; social 
equality; local 
cultural 
preservation 
Self-help, 
lifestyles, and 
consumption 
culture 
Online construction 
of city space and 
lives 
The group continues to 
function and launch its 
WeChat service 
Boycott anti-
Japan protest  
 
September 
2012 
Spatial 
ownership; 
suspension of 
daily routines; 
financial lost 
and properties 
damaged 
Local-
outsiders 
conflicts; 
nationhood 
vs. 
individuals’ 
rights 
Online campaign to 
boycott the 
nationalism 
demonstration 
The nationalism 
demonstration ceased by 
itself. 
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As shown in Table 1 the three case studies are interrelated chronologically. This analysis to 
come will first identify the relevant Weibo practices in each case and then examine them in 
relation to the broader social context of Guangzhou, as a way to interrogate Weibo use and the 
formation of each stage of identity. ‘Controversy’ is the centrepiece of information to begin the 
investigation, and the following paragraphs elaborate on this.   
 
2.1 Weibo and events 
The concept of media events was first systematically analysed and coined by Daniel Dayan and 
Elihu Katz in the book Media Events: The Live Broadcasting of History (1994). In the context of 
the rise of satellite television, Dayan and Elihu (p. 1) define a media event as ‘a new narrative 
genre that employs the unique potential of the electronic media to command attention universally 
and simultaneously in order to tell a primordial story about current affairs’. Dayan and Katz 
categorise three genres of media events: contests, conquests and coronations. These three types 
of genres can be defined at three different levels: syntactic, semantic and pragmatic (1992, p. 10-
13). In short, Dayan and Katz’s concept of a media event is about power relations and structure. 
A media event, be it about contests, conquests or coronations, is a display of contesting values 
and social powers. In this sense the notion of new media events underpins the changing power 
structure and relationships during the process of communication (Qiu and Chan, 2011, p. 3). The 
communication process, now changed from one-to-many to many-to-many, and the new 
communication technology allows people to ‘talk back’ and offer their own narrative to contest 
the official one (2011). In other words, a media event no longer has a single script produced by 
media institutions (Dayan and Katz, 1994), there are many scripts from Internet users, and these 
may alter how the event unfolds (Qiu and Chan, 2011).  
 
To study an event is not simply to focus on the thematic dimension of the case. In the 
context of new media it will be more useful to focus on the issues of conflicts. By conflict I refer 
to issues that generate oppositional communication and where there is a more dominant element. 
The less dominant elements try to defend their interests and values by displaying the legitimacy 
of their existence, or they directly confront the dominant structure’s value by pointing out its 
illegitimacy and unfairness. It is important to be clear that this means the event has to be 
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conflictual in nature, even for those that belong to the genre of coronation there are conflicts 
between classes, ideologies and value perceptions. I have selected three cases that are conflictual 
in the sense that they display the social, political, economic and cultural conflicts in Guangzhou. 
Using new media events as case studies highlights the power relations behind the conflicts. The 
analysis focuses on the competing narratives of the incident: how the issue of conflicts is 
presented, by whom and, most importantly, which aspect of the issue is being focused on and 
why. The study of new media events explains changes in political structure, social culture and 
economic developments.  
 
This thesis collects Weibo data to study the three case studies. The unit of measure is a 
single Weibo post that is either generated by a Weibo user, a Weibo group or an opinion leader. 
Since the nature of the case studies is quite different, as explained earlier, I have employed 
different methods to collect Weibo data and have developed different methods for the coding 
process. The next section details the issues and methods of data collection.  
 
3. Method – data collection 
3.1 Weibo data 
Just like its global counterpart, Twitter, Weibo generates and archives a rich volume of data in the 
form of online posts. Online data are important because by learning about the new technology 
and communication platform we can learn about our culture and society (Puschmann et al., 
2014). Figure 3 below is a screen capture of a Weibo post about the pro-Cantonese protest case. 
By considering the ethical issues of conducting social media research and China’s political 
reality, the thesis only uses expression such as ‘a Weibo user’ or ‘another Weibo user’, rather 
than identifying the profile names and profile picture of the Weibo user. This has been done in 
order to avoid any potential political consequences resulting from identifying the authors of the 
selected posts; it will not provide the exact publication time of each Weibo entry. Since the 
nature of the case studies are quite different, I have employed different methods to collect Weibo 
data. 
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(Anyone interest in joining the pro-Cantonese walk please wear a white t-shirt and meet at Exit A of Jiangnanxi 
metro station at 5 on the 25th.) 
 
Figure 3 Example of a Weibo post 
 
Figure 3 shows the layout and structure of a typical Weibo post, which is used as a unit of 
measurement. The post contains the user’s profile photo, profile name, the text, the date and time 
of posting, the source of the post (the device used for posting this weibo), the number of Likes 
(the sticker of the thumb up), reposts (转发), saved (收藏) and comments (评论) the post has 
received. A Weibo post contains significant information about social practices, cultural 
preferences and political sentiments that are in relation to the immediate social, cultural and 
political contexts. The post in Figure 3, for example, provides the relevant protest information 
(time, location and symbolic gestures) for the pro-Cantonese protest. A post on social media is 
therefore a piece of information that needs to be ‘collected through some forms of measurement 
as well as the lowest level of abstraction in any sort of meaning making’ (Graham and Shelton, 
2013, p. 256). This requires a systematic way to collect, organise and analyse the data in order to 
generate meaning and knowledge from the textual representations.  
  
Whereas the method of collecting Weibo data is informed by the current scholarship of 
data collection on SNSs, in particular, works on Twitter data research, there are some 
fundamental social cultural specifics about Weibo that need to considered when designing a 
research method. In order to systematically examine the vast amount of data on Twitter, Bruns 
and Stieglitz (2014, p. 69) believe that it is important to develop ‘reliable comparative metrics 
for the evaluation of public, communicative phenomena’. Bruns and Stieglitz (p. 71) suggest a 
series of basic metrics to start with: sender, recipient(s), timestamp, tweet type, hashtag(s) and 
URLs. These metrics can provide a good starting point for investigating the tweet itself and its 
associated metadata. Metrics are important because they are the filters used by researchers to 
obtain the most relevant information to concerns and questions. Since the research here is 
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concerned with geo-identity, the location of a Weibo post is crucial. The time period (of posting) 
is another important consideration. A key difference between Weibo and Twitter is the original 
source (lai yuan) of the post. The original source refers to the device that posted the message: i.e. 
mobile devices or computer website interface. Weibo indicates the source of the message at the 
end of every post, and it also indicates the type of mobile device (iPhone and Android). This is 
an important piece of information for this study because, through this metric, I can find out how 
many posts are sent via a mobile device and how many are sent through a fixed, desktop device. 
This metric is significant during a collective movement, such as in the pro-Cantonese protest.  
 
Another metric worth noting is the language used. There are many written expressions of 
Chinese. To start with, there is a simplified and a traditional Chinese. Simplified Chinese is 
taught in mainland China; it is the PRC’s official written form. Traditional Chinese is used by 
Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan. It is worth mentioning that Weibo does not impose a restriction 
on language choice: both types of Chinese can be displayed and used. Moreover, the syntactic 
structure of written Chinese can be rearranged to express different local dialects. Furthermore, 
linguistic spoofing is a common practice on China’s Internet (Gong and Yang, 2010). The choice 
of word/character used sometimes can contain significant political and social meaning.  
 
One final metric is user(s), in particular, opinion leader(s). As will be elaborated further 
below, opinion leaders play a critical role in articulating public communication and the formation 
of public opinion. Identifying these users can provide much convenience and efficiency in 
collecting Weibo data.  
 
The ‘#hashtag’ metric is not considered by this research even though it is very popular 
among Twitter researchers. While Weibo does offer a similar #hashtag function, it is not a 
popular choice among Weibo users. A hashtag search on Weibo can generate very limited 
information. An overview of current scholarship on Weibo shows that none of them have used 
#hashtag as a metric for data collection and analysis. By establishing these basic metrics for 
Weibo research, the next section discusses the processes and issues of data collection. 
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3.2 Not for free: the political economy of Weibo data 
As illustrated by the current Weibo scholarship, Weibo data are public and are accessible to any 
of the platform’s registered users to view, search and engage with: for example, one can search, 
like, collect, comment on and re-post any other users’ Weibo posts without agreement from the 
poster. In other words, as long as Weibo is happy to publish the post, then the author of the post 
has no direct control over the accessibility of the post (to whom the post is accessible and made 
available). However, this does not mean that the Weibo search engines are comprehensive; 
Weibo data are, in fact, not as freely available as it might seem.  
 
An obvious reason for Weibo data not being entirely free to the public is China’s infamous 
‘Great Fire Wall’ (Fuchs, 2015). Political intervention in the form of online censorship is surely a 
critical consideration in explaining why Weibo data are not freely available. Projects such as 
Weiboscope at the University of Hong Kong try to capture sensitive posts before they are 
censored and this has been the guiding concern for most of the methodological design in Weibo 
studies. At the same time, commercial reasons that support the development of Weibo should be 
considered, to. As Chapter 4 will discuss in more detail, the political dimension posits a 
challenge for external researchers in obtaining a so-called ‘representative sample’. Nevertheless, 
the commercial dimension imposes an equal constraint to researchers. 
 
Weibo is different to Facebook and Twitter in several ways; however, the major difference 
is the initial rationale for launching the platform. Twitter and Facebook were the ideas of college 
students (Mark Zuckerberg for Facebook, and Jack Dorsey for Twitter) who aimed to expand 
people’s social lives, at least in the initial phase of their design and development. Weibo was 
launched on 14 August 2009 by one of the biggest online service providers in China, Sina 
Corporation. Sina was the first Chinese online company to be approved for listing on the 
NASDAQ in 2000. Even though both Facebook and Twitter today are accused of monopolising 
the information generated by their users (Puschmann and Burgess, 2014, p. 45), at least in the 
initial phase, Twitter was ‘a conversational communication tool’ (van Dijck 2011, p. 343).  
 
Weibo has never gone through such a transition because it has always been an institution-
driven product. In a discussion about YouTube’s and Google’s efforts in information storage and 
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navigation, Gillespie (2010, p. 348) points out that these companies are making every effort to 
protect their market for their long-term financial interests. Furthermore, the fact that there are 
only a handful of companies providing the vast amount of information online – for example, 
through video sharing (YouTube),  search engines (Google) and social media (Facebook and 
Twitter)  – indicates an increasingly ‘closed’ business model rather than the initial norm of an 
open-access Internet (Zittrain, 2008). Sina Corporation learned from the strategies of these other 
online businesses before it launched Weibo as China’s first indigenous microblog service in 
2009; but Sina did it differently. In order to expand its users base, one of Sina’s key strategies 
was making Weibo a ‘celebrity forum’ by inviting famous celebrities and public figures to open 
accounts (Han, 2010). Later, I will talk about the implication of such an arrangement on the 
communicative culture and structure of Weibo, but at this point, I argue that one cannot see 
Weibo as another Twitter or Facebook. Weibo was never a communication tool for socialisation 
and network building; it has always been a sophisticated market research tool to collect massive 
data about consumption patterns, preferences and behaviours for Sina Corporation’s commercial 
interests. This is not to say that Weibo’s data are irrelevant for social and humanities research. In 
fact, the opposite is true: popular culture and consumption are inherently part of people’s 
everyday lives (Fiske, 1989), and politics, as Joke Hermes (2008) argues, takes place precisely 
within the realm of everyday life.  
 
Weibo’s commercial nature does have a significant implication here. The Application 
Programming Interface (API) is not freely available to the public. As Poell, de Kloet and Zeng 
(2014, p. 6) point out, ‘Sina Weibo is very protective of its data … Sina Weibo’s application 
programming interfaces (APIs) are also mostly blocked’. There is an interesting parallel here 
between Weibo and Twitter. Burgess and Bruns (2012) point out that most external researchers 
can reply on Twitter’s APIs to obtain the desired data; however, the list of tweets that are made 
available through keyword searches are not necessarily the complete set of data because 
Twitter’s search algorithm can refine, filter and control the search results displayed. This is stated 
quite clearly in Twitter’s Frequently Asked Questions section: its search API ‘is not meant to be 
an exhaustive archive of public tweets and not all tweets are indexed or returned’ (in Burgess and 
Bruns). Weibo seems to share a very similar data control mechanism with Twitter. In fact, a 
personal experience during the research of thesis has confirmed this. On 18 September 2014, I 
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received an email10 from Sina Weibo about their newly launched ‘fans expert promotional apps’. 
The following paragraphs are my own translations of this email (the original text in Chinese is 
shown in Figure 4):  
 
Dear apps developer, (Sina) Weibo Open Platform sincerely thanks you for your 
support over the past four years, which have been a time that the mobile Internet has 
developed rapidly … this is an exciting time for apps developers, as we facing great 
opportunities and challenges … [B]ecause Weibo is dedicated to providing the most 
comprehensive service to our customers, Sina Weibo is now officially launching a 
new venue to maximise the success of apps developers: fans expert promotion apps 
(http://open.weibo.com/fensitong) …  
 
The new fans expert apps have three main advantages:  
1. Massive scale of reach and exposure – exposing your service and product to more 
than 120 million active Weibo users. 
2. Golden advertising placement – your advertisement will become part of the online 
traffic instead of merely being placed at the banners on the side of a webpage. 
3. Low prime cost – you can control your advertising cost and you won’t be charged 
if there are no online responses to your advertisement. 
          
 
                                               
10 Email received from Sina Weibo (weibo_app@vip.sina.com) on 18 September 2014.  
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Figure 4 Screen capture of Weibo's launch email 
 
While I am not an apps developer and probably have failed to see the great commercial 
potential of this new service, it clearly indicates a changing strategy of Weibo from being an 
open communicative platform to focusing on the development and organisation of the massive 
online data that the platform has collected since its launch in 2009. The overall active usage of 
Weibo might have experienced decline over the past 12 months (CNNIC, 2015), but the personal 
profiles and data collected by Weibo have allowed the service to transform into an institution that 
owns invaluable information. The significant implication goes beyond the commercial: it implies 
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new issues and challenges for researchers in the field of big data analytics in general, and Weibo 
research in particular. In this sense, Weibo data display the same kind of commercial logic, or 
what van Dijck and Poell (2013, p. 9) call the ‘network customization or automated 
personalization’ of social media data that connect consumers, content (or products) and 
advertisers’. This is a strategic commercial alliance that is being deployed by major social media 
platforms around the world and it seems Weibo is merely deploying the familiar strategy of 
‘datafication’. This means that Weibo is trading and exchanging with advertisers some very 
valuable data about customers’ profiles, online behaviour, consumption preferences and 
consumption patterns (van Dijck and Poell, 2014). Further to this, Mayer-Schoenberger and 
Cukier (2013) point out that in the era of social media the process of datafication also refers to 
the ‘automated’ aspect of the data extracting practice. That is, those consumers’ profiles and 
personal details are ‘automatically’ surrendered by users when they start using a media device 
(such as a mobile phone) or accessing an online platform (such as logging into Facebook and 
posting on Twitter). Weibo justifies this practice in its privacy policy:  
 
In addition, you acknowledge and agree that: within the scope permitted by existing 
laws and regulations, the microblog might use your personal non-privacy information 
for marketing and other use, including but not limited to: show or provide advertising 
and promotional materials on the microblogging platform; inform or recommend the 
microblogging service or product information to you; and other such information that 
we think you might be interested in depending on your usage of the micro-blogging 
services or products. (Fuchs, 2015, p. 19) 
 
I accessed the URL11 that Fuchs provided in his article to read Weibo’s original Chinese text and 
confirm that the above translation has accurately reflected Weibo’s meaning and intention. 
Without doubt, Weibo’s operational logic fully displays the kind of social media logic as outlined 
by van Dijck and Poell (2013). In particular, the political economy aspect implicates the material 
nature of API as a reflection of Weibo’s business nature (Fuchs, 2015), rather than a neutral 
representation of public discourses and sentiments.  
 
Recent literature on Weibo discusses the issue of accessing data from the company; from 
the reports in these studies, it appears that few have collected data from Weibo’s APIs. Two 
                                               
11 http://www.weibo.com/signup/v5/privacy, accessed on 25 July 2015.  
 91 
 
studies that have, however, are by Huang and Sun (2013), who investigated urban home owners’ 
right protection movements, and by Tong and Zuo (2013), who investigated two separated 
popular uprising over land disputes in Guangdong during 2011. Tong and Zuo (2013, p. 5) 
indicate that they made a Web request to Weibo’s API, and Huang and Sun (2013, p. 92) merely 
state that they ‘took advantage of Weibo’s open API’ to collect data. Neither of these studies has 
detailed the process of ‘requesting’ and ‘accessing’ Weibo’s API. Poell, de Kloet and Zeng 
(2014) collected data using Weibo’s own search function, while Sukosed and Fu (2013) relied on 
the data collected by Weiboscope. Weiboscope is constantly collecting real-time posts from their 
identified accounts, which means that Weiboscope is not using APIs either. Using Weibo’s search 
function and using Weiboscope are both methods that require manual collection and coding 
processes; however, the manual nature of this method is beneficial in that it provides the 
researcher in general with a sense of the overall discourse and sentiments on Weibo about the 
selected case studies.  
 
3.3 Collecting data 
By considering the technical set up, commercial structure and the social culture on Weibo, this 
thesis does not use computer-assisted methods and programs to code and analyse data. First, 
Weibo data cannot be directly imported into data programs, as the webpage is designed as a 
‘flash page’. Computing devices cannot export Weibo data automatically. Second, Weibo data 
must be read manually, as significant social, cultural and political meanings cannot be displayed 
by any software. Third, computing software is also unable to recognise the different textual 
forms of representation.  
 
I manually collected Weibo data from Weibo’s indigenous search engine as well as from 
the timelines of those identified accounts’ homepage (opinion leaders and EDPF’s homepage). 
The phase of data collection involves several steps. First, the metric of ‘time range’ or the ‘period 
of sampling’ is determined in accordance with the nature of the case. The following section will 
explain in detail the sampling period for each case. Second, I had to determine the ‘platform’ or 
‘tool’ used to collect the desired data within the sampling period. This was an experimental 
experience. Initially, I was expecting to use the same method to collect the data for all three 
cases. However, this was not feasible because Weibo users used different modes of 
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communication in each case. Posts about the pro-Cantonese case, for example, were extremely 
fragmented. This is mainly because the protest was deemed to be illegal by the local police 
department. Online censorship prevented dissemination of news and information about the 
protest. The protest and the dissemination of protest-related information had to be kept within 
Weibo users’ private network and, hence, there was no obvious opinion leader to organise online 
mobilisation. In contrast, the anti-Japan demonstration had a clear leader-follower structure on 
Weibo. While many people have mentioned the incident in their own private networks, the most 
robust debates and public conversation took place on some local opinion leaders’ homepage as 
responses to key users’ views and comments of the event. Accordingly, the sample sets required 
were quite different and made it feasible to examine the online communication about the opinion 
leader’s view on the event. 
 
After identifying the desired data, I manually copied these data from Weibo’s webpages 
and pasted and saved them into a Microsoft Word document. I created separate Word documents 
for each case study. These data documents were saved at three different places – my office 
desktop computer, personal notebook and USB. The following sections outline the methods and 
processes of data collection for each of the case studies. 
 
3.3 Pro-Cantonese protest and keyword research 
In the case study of the pro-Cantonese protest in 2010 I used Weibo’s indigenous search function 
to search the key term cheng yueyu (“support Cantonese”), which was the key protest slogan. 
The case study required data that fell into the period of the protest in order to determine how the 
protest was organised when there was no obvious protest leader. Weibo offers an advanced 
search function and different filters can be applied. Figure 5 is a screenshot of Weibo’s search 
function and the keyword search process for the pro-Cantonese protest.  
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         Figure 5 Weibo’s ‘Advanced Keyword’ search service 
 
As shown in Figure 5, Weibo’s advanced search function offers different filtering options. 
This thesis used the keywords ‘time range’, ‘location’ and ‘type’, the ‘actual post’ option is 
always selected to ensure that all available posts that contain the key phrase are displayed. In 
contrast, the option ‘popular post’ only displays results that are determined to be popular. Weibo 
does not explain the meaning of ‘popular post’ and the metrics of measurement used to determine 
the popularity of a post. I would assume metrics such as ‘likes’, ‘repost’ and ‘comments’ would 
be considered. However, this thesis did not use this option because of the vagueness and 
uncertainty of the function.  
 
Keyword search is the only viable option for the pro-Cantonese protest case because 
China’s censorship aims to suppress potential collective action on the Internet. Because of the 
political nature of this protest, censorship was actively mobilised. No systematic online 
organisation could be formed. News organisations were banned from covering the incident and 
protest leaders were forced to withdraw their online activities. In the absence of systematic 
organisation and online mobilisation, a keyword search was the most viable option to capture the 
fragmented posts about the protest.  
  
As shown in Figure 5, Weibo’s advanced search function offers time ranges and location 
Keyword 
Sorted 
Type 
Profile name 
 
     Time range 
 
 
Location 
 
Province 
City  
Actual, Popular posts 
Original, my following, V-accounts, visual image, video, music, URL 
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filters. These two options generate posts within a specific time range and from specified 
locations. The location option can be defined by ‘city’. The locative and time focus of Weibo’s 
search function is in line with other Chinese Internet services such as Baidu Index and BBS’ 
regional forums (Chapter 1). While the majority of Weibo studies have utilised the time range 
function, none has so-far explored the ‘location’ function to develop a critical geographic 
interrogation of Weibo politics. Weibo’s own search function assists in collecting data that are 
spatially and geographically relevant to the pro-Cantonese protest. The advanced search function 
generated data that came from Guangzhou (or from those users who self-identified as living in 
Guangzhou) in the days before and after the protest. A set of 1,648 Weibo posts was generated, 
but because of the relatively small sample size I did not further sample the data. I read through 
and coded the data manually. The process of coding is discussed in the section ‘framing 
analysis’.    
 
3.4 EDPF and collecting data from online groups 
The case of Eat Drink Play Fun in Guangzhou (EDPF) Weibo group was not an ‘incident’, such 
as a street protest or online campaign, so it required a different method for collecting data. A 
longitudinal study aims to assess the continuity of social sentiments over a period of time. 
Therefore, a longitudinal method captures the process of identity formation from various 
dimensions. While the case of the pro-Cantonese protest aims to understand how a defensive 
Guangzhou identity is formed under state oppression, both in terms of the linguistic control and 
Internet censorship, the EDPF concerned the ongoing construction of Guangzhou’s geo-identity 
after the protest. The longitudinal study appeared to be the best method for capturing the 
continuous mechanism that supports Guangzhou’s geo-identity. On this note, a keyword search 
was not a viable option because a keyword is a textual representation that captures an important 
aspect of a given issue of controversy. For example, the phrase ‘Supporting Cantonese’ speaks 
directly to the conflicts between the Central Government’s linguistic policy and Guangzhouers’ 
cultural practices. This phrase refers to a specific time when the Central Government no longer 
exempted Guangzhou from the nationwide tuipu campaign. As the pro-Cantonese protest 
concerned a specific issue, searching this phrase helped to explore the incident and its competing 
discourses among the authorities and ordinary Guangzhou Weibo users. In contrast, EDPF’s 
posts do not illustrate these specifications. EDPF posts contain topics of great diversity, from 
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dining places to budget travel strategies. There is not a single keyword/phrase that stands out to 
generalise EDPF online activities.  
 
As mentioned earlier, the sampling period began in July 2012 and continued until July 
2013. After determining the sampling period, I manually collected all EDPF posts during the 
twelve months period. The process was quite labour intensive and tedious because I had to 
manually highlight the posts and then copy and paste them. Moreover, because only 50 Weibo 
posts can be displayed on each page, I had to manually click to refresh to the next page to obtain 
data from the next page. The reason for doing this was because Weibo’s page is designed as a 
‘flash’ and this prevents software importing posts automatically. I used software called Gephi, 
but the tool failed to capture Weibo posts across pages.  
  
Data from September 2012 were excluded from this study because of the nationwide anti-
Japan protests. The third case study will discuss this incident. Moreover, as the core concern was 
to investigate Weibo and Guangzhou’s identity formation on a daily basis through consumption 
of material and cultural products, it was more feasible to avoid exceptional circumstances like 
the anti-Japan protest.  
 
 
 
Type 
 
Keyword 
 
Time 
Range 
Original, Repost, Pure text,  Image,   Video,   Music 
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Figure 6 EDPF’s ‘Advanced Search’ service 
 
In order to collect data from EDPF, I utilised the embedded keyword search function on 
EDPF’s timeline. As Figure 6 illustrates, Weibo offers a search function for individual Weibo 
accounts that is similar to Weibo’s advanced search function, as illustrated in Figure 5. As well as 
adding the time range and keyword filter function, the search can be filtered by the types of 
posts, such as to only including posts that contain visual images or excluding posts that are re-
posted from other places. In comparison, Twitter only offers two sorting options for searching (or 
to just sort) an account’s past tweets: Tweets & replies and Photos & videos (see Figure 7). 
Weibo’s embedded search function is far more detailed and sophisticated. 
 
 
Figure 7 The ‘tweet’ sorting function on Twitter 
 
This study included all EDPF’s post within the time range because that allowed the study to learn 
about the forms of textual representations as well as the content.  
  
3.5 Boycott the anti-Japan demonstrations and opinion leader 
At the beginning of its launch, Weibo invited well-known public figures to open up accounts in 
order to establish itself as a celebrity forum. Weibo’s verified users (V-accounts) are significant 
socially and politically. A V-account normally belongs to someone who is famous within the 
Chinese community. These accounts have gone through the identity verification process by 
submitting proof of identity (China’s Identity Card, passport, or the proper documentation that 
proves the legitimacy of an organisation or a group) to Sina Weibo in order to be endorsed. They 
generally have more followers than most of the non-verified accounts (Huang and Sun, 2014, 
p.90). Unlike Facebook, MySpace and China’s new mobile based SNS, WeChat, that primarily 
support people’s pre-existing social relations in their offline world (Ellison, Steinfield and 
Lampe, 2007), ‘Weibo users are more inclined to follow strangers, including experts in the field, 
stars, and social celebrities and pay less attention to the content from friends and acquaintances’ 
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(Zhang and Pentina, 2012, p. 312). Huang and Sun (2014, p.90) state that ‘a verified user usually 
has high social status and a good reputation, and many are professionals whose expertise is 
helpful for others’. Normally, those accounts that actively provide moral judgments to 
controversial issues and display the awareness of civic rights and social equalities attract more 
followers and online traffic (Zhang and Pentina, p. 316).  
 
An opinion leader on Weibo can be an individual or an organisation with a V-account. The 
concept of ‘opinion leader’ was developed by Elihu Katz and Paul Lazarsfeld (1955). Katz and 
Lazarsfeld believe the effect of media is indirectly mediated through a few individuals, who they 
called opinion leaders; this is the ‘two-step flow of communication’ (1955; Katz, 1957). Digital 
media has changed the game considerably as new technologies make it possible for new players 
to be involved in the process of decision making (Dubois and Gaffney, 2014; Dubois and Dutton, 
2012). In summarising Katz and Lazarsfeld’s two-step flow theory, Dubois and Gaffney (2014, p. 
1262) highlight four factors of influence that constitute an opinion leader in a social media 
context: 1. Having a following; 2. Presenting as an expert; 3. Knowledgeable/have expertise; and 
4. In a position within local community to exert social pressure and social support/social 
embeddedness.   
 
In the anti-Japan boycott case study, I focused on a post by Chen Yang, a local media 
personality and news commentator in Guangzhou, and the responses to it. Just like many public 
figures in China, Chen’s Weibo account has been officially verified, marking him as something 
other than an ordinary user and making him a kind of micro-celebrity. Chen is considered to be 
an opinion leader because he has a relatively large number of followers on his verified Weibo 
account (259,648 followers12). He is considered to be an expert in Guangzhou’s social and 
cultural affairs because he has hosted current affairs programs on Guangzhou Television, been a 
commentator with the Yangcheng Evening News and he is now a columnist with the Southern 
Metropolis Daily. He is well known for his outspoken views on social issues and criticising local 
government (Radio Free Asia, 2009). Chen Yang is also embedded with the local Cantonese 
community in Guangzhou due to his active advocacy of preserving Cantonese culture. The 
                                               
12 Accessed on 11 February 2014: http://weibo.com/fm1052chensir 
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majority of his media appearances are conducted in Cantonese. Chen’s expression of a local 
Guangzhou identity is obvious from his Weibo account. His account name is ‘Guangzhou Chen 
Yang’. Southern Metropolis Daily calls him an ‘opinion leader of the ordinary people’ (pinmin 
yanlun lingxiu). Many Guangzhouers call him ‘Chen Sir’. The English word ‘Sir’ means 
‘teacher’ and ‘mentor’ in contemporary Cantonese, an expression of respect. 
 
On top of social significance, Cha et al. (2010) point out that in order to be considered an 
opinion leader on social media, the account must remain active. I did a search on 4 November 
2014 on Chen Yang’s Weibo account (http://www.weibo.com/fm1052chensir); the latest post was 
on 3 November 2014. Chen’s first Weibo entry was posted on 28 August 2010, and by 3 
November 2014 he had posted 9,532 Weibo entries. He posted 71 entries, more than 10 posts per 
day during the anti-Japan demonstration weekend (13 September to 19 September 2012). 
Another measure for determining an online opinion leader is to consider the number of retweets 
of posts (Cha et al., 2010). Chen’s posts about the anti-Japan protest received a considerable 
amount of online traffic in the form of re-posts and comments. On 16 September 2014, the day of 
nationwide demonstration, Chen posted 8 entries. The least re-posted entry was re-posted 515 
times, the most re-posted entry was re-posted 44,311 times. On average, excluding the most re-
posted entries, each entry was reposted by more than 1,035 times. These seven entries received a 
total of 2,583 comments, and the most re-posted entry received 9,615 comments.  
 
Opinion leaders attract individual Weibo users to engage with the issue of controversy in a 
systematic and collective manner. This helps the data collection phase because it saves 
researchers’ time in gathering Weibo posts related to the issue of controversy. Hence, it is easier 
to develop coding schema for observing the patterns of public sentiments. Further, since Weibo 
lists the comments to the opinion leader’s original post in a reverse chronological order, the 
formation of public opinion can be observed; how opinions have changed over the course of 
communication, and how comments are affecting each other’s behaviour and expression over the 
course of online communication. 
 
On 16 September 2012 (02:45am), Chen posted a Weibo entry condemning the protesters 
of the anti-Japan protest for deliberately destroying Guangzhou city in the name of nationalism. 
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He also appealed to the Guangzhou people to boycott the nationalistic demonstration and to take 
and upload photos to the Internet of those who had committed violent acts. This post was re-
posted for 44,677 times, received 210 likes and 9,617 replies (comments). This post’s popularity 
and Chen’s publicity in Guangzhou explain why this study selected his post for examinations 
Instead of analysing Chen Yang’s original post, this study focuses on how his followers reacted 
to his posts in the ‘Replies’ section, which I will detail in Chapter 7. The data were collected 
manually, like those of the EDPF case.  
 
The three case studies use three different methods of data collection. This illustrates the 
complexity of Weibo as a communication platform in China. Having established the different 
methods of data collection, the next section addresses the processes of data coding and analysis.  
 
4. Understanding Weibo through framing analysis 
4.1 A brief review of framing analysis 
Frame analysis was chosen for this research because framing is not merely a process of 
quantitative coding, but, as Van Gorp (2007, p.72) suggests, ‘the strongly abstract nature of 
frames implies that quantitative research methods should be combined with the interpretative 
prospects of qualitative method’. One of the most cited definitions of framing theory comes from 
Robert Entman (1993, p.52): ‘to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make 
them more salient in a communicating text … for the item described’. Framing primarily has 
four functions: to define the problem, to diagnose the cause, to make moral judgments and to 
suggest remedies (52). A key word from Entman’s definition is ‘to select’, as it indicates a frame 
is not an objective and holistic definition of an issue at hand, instead, a frame is a subjective and 
partial interpretation of the social world. In studying mobilisation tactics by China’s factory 
protests’ leaders, Chen (2007, p. 89) points out that the way movement leaders present and 
address the issue at hand is conditioned by “objective” circumstances that are tied to both history 
and reality.  
 
It is not easy to define a ‘frame’, as it is not an object or even a concept in itself, rather it 
contains information of an object. Zald (1996, p.262) defines frame as ‘the specific metaphors, 
symbolic representations, and cognitive cues used to render or cast behaviour and events in an 
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evaluative mode and to suggest alternative modes of action’. Frame is, then, a means of 
communication, a way of interaction that, as Reese (2003, p.11) argues, ‘to yield coherent ways 
of understanding the world’. Framing is thus a highly selective process of representation and 
communication. The representative feature of framing is manifested through what Van Gorp 
(2007, p.64) calls the ‘framing devices’, such as ‘word choice, metaphors, exemplars, 
descriptions, arguments, and visual images’.  
 
Framing analysis is used differently in respective fields of study. The study of media and 
communication uses frames to investigate the process and principles of news selection and 
presentation, and thus its interaction with audiences (or media’s representational power); and in 
political science and social movement study, framing is understood as a process of defining the 
cause of action, engagement and reasons of mass mobilisation in popular protest and collective 
action. For example, the Journal of Communication has produced a special issue on ‘Framing, 
Agenda Setting and Priming’ (2007, volume 57) to investigate the relationship between ‘media 
frames’ and ‘audience frames’. The issue reviews the conceptual and methodological adoption of 
framing in media studies (Reese, 2007; Weaver, 2007), as well as suggesting a new 
conceptualisation of framing through a cultural perspective (Van Gorp, 2007). In political science 
and social movement studies, framing analysis is used to explore the social and cultural 
dynamics of popular protests in China (Chen, 2008; Hurst, 2008). One common theme emerging 
from different fields of study is that framing is not an isolated social process, nor is it an 
independent variable that determines media output, political rhetoric or sets the public agenda. 
On the contrary, frames are inherently social, that they are shaped by what Van Gorp (2007, p.63) 
calls the ‘macrostructure’ – cultural identity, social institution, political system, and economic 
dynamic. Thus, framing analysis is useful because frames, in Van Gorp’s (2007, p.63) words, 
‘constitute broader interpretative definitions of social reality’.  
 
In the context of digital media, the conventional scholarship on frames and framing process 
is limited by their emphasis on the two ends of communication agents, such as media and 
audience, government and public, protest leaders and protest participants. Digital media has 
changed the game. In Pan and Kosicki’s (2003, p.35) words, ‘we are in the age of “talk”’. The 
proliferation of interactive media such as Weibo blurs the distinction between news producers 
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and consumers. Instead, when everyone can potentially be the news and information producer, 
distributor and consumer, there is no straightforward causal effect that can be applied to frame 
analysis. The role of frame analysis, thus, must depart from this causal-effect model to a more 
interactive framework that focuses on the construction and negotiation of a sense of self and a 
sense of belonging.  
 
4.2 Conducting framing analysis  
There are many advantages in conducting framing analysis to understand the formation of public 
opinions. Goffman (1974) maintains that framing is a process that organises one’s experience in 
the social world. Individuals actively select the required ‘schemata of interpretation’ to assess 
issues at hand and to construct a response that best represents and reflects the values of the 
individuals. Goffman’s discussion of framing is closely related to his concept of impression 
management (1973). The construction and management of one’s self-presentation to others is 
always subjected to the immediate power dynamic between the individual self and others. This 
‘other’ does not have to be another person or community, but it is often an agent of the 
institutions. Goffman’s works on both impression management and framing analysis highlight 
that communication is essentially a process of negotiation between the individual self and the 
macrostructures in which individuals locate it. Framing analysis must be conducted in a way that 
identifies the involved individuals and the related institutional power that the frame refers to. In 
addition, the framing analysis must explore the tensions, interactions and the processes of 
negotiation between the two sides. A frame only produces meaning when it is closely related to 
the social marker that people engage with. It is a matter of building a connection between the 
receivers and the framing devices (Van Corp, 2007, p.63).  
 
The coding and analytical stages are informed by Pan and Koisicki’s (1993) discussion of 
framing analysis as an approach to news discourse. In short, there are two main aspects of 
framing analysis: 1. it unpacks the symbolic organisation of news text in order to understand 
individual agents’ memory of constructing meaning; 2. it highlights the governing structure of 
the text. In other words, framing analysis reveals the power structure of the production of news 
text. To translate this definition into a social media context, a Weibo post (text) needs to be 
examined from both the individual and contextual levels. This raises the following questions:  
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1. How does a post represent the symbolic organisation and act as an expression of the 
individual’s memory and experience? 
2. Which social structure governs the production of this Weibo post and what kind of a power 
relationship does this post refer to? 
 
The form of a post refers to the textual representation of the Weibo entry. This includes visual 
images, audio and video materials and, more importantly, the language used for producing the 
post. The content of a Weibo post refers to the actual narrative, argument and the discourses of 
the posted media text, including the 140 Chinese characters input and the visual or audio-visual 
materials attached with the post. As mentioned, framing is effectively a communicative practice 
to first choose an aspect of the incident, then to emphasis and enlarge this particular aspect of the 
incident to make it the central issue of concern and source of controversy. This is a strategic 
process because it speaks to specific power relations and tensions between the individual Weibo 
poster and the very institutions that the post is referring to.  
 
In conducting the coding process for framing analysis, Matthes and Kohring (2008) advise 
researchers not to presume the frame; instead, coders should not know which frame they are 
currently working on. This approach not only decreases the subjective influence from the coder 
but it also allows the unexpected to arise during the coding process. This thesis adopts Matthes 
and Kohring’s advice to keep an open mind on new and unexpected frames, to allow them to 
emerge during the coding processes and to try not to make too many presumptions in advance. 
However, because identity politics is such a well-developed area of study, established framing 
concepts can be helpful. In discussing ethnic conflicts, Desrosiers (2011) argued that there are 
two stages of framing identity conflicts: first, a frame mobilises solidarity; second, a frame 
mobilises active participation. These two stages can be integrated with Entman’s four functions 
of framing as mentioned above: solidarity can be mobilised by presenting an issue and making 
people realise the situation and to define the problem, and offer a possible causal relationship. 
Active participation can be mobilised by making moral justifications for the course of action (to 
make moral judgment) and offer practical recommendations.  
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Hence, the coding process involves both testing the established frames in identity politics 
and exploring new frames specific to the Guangzhou case. As I am a native Cantonese speaker, I 
have read through every single piece of data sampled in each case study and I have developed 
coding schema according to their form and content. The process and experience of reading 
through every post helped me to detect the main discourses in each category. The major frames 
to be discussed in each case study were both observed and tested against the current framing 
literature in identity politics. The framing analysis for each case study considered the principal 
discourse of a post, then considered the immediate contextual factors and power interplays that 
this particular Weibo entry referred to. This allowed me to investigate the strategic aspects of 
identity-communication.  
 
While each of the case study chapters will elaborate in detail about the coding and 
analytical procedures of individual cases, there are some common procedures worth mentioning 
here. The phase of coding took place after data collection and organisation. Random sampling 
was used for both the EDPF and boycott anti-Japan demonstrations. Coding consisted of two 
parts. First, I identified the form of the post; in particular, I determined the language used in 
writing up the post, Cantonese or Mandarin. As I am also capable of speaking Mandarin, I was 
able to differentiate between the two linguistic expressions. I also coded the post in accordance 
to its textual representation: mere words, or with visual-audio materials. The form of a post 
generated some significant findings because the language used and textual material indicated the 
relevant social practices at the time, which carried great cultural and political significance. As 
will be detailed in Chapter 4, the use of Cantonese expressions rather than the official, 
standardised Mandarin expressions is an act of political subversion on the one hand and an act of 
geo-community formation (solidarity frame) on the other. The same goes for the practice of 
uploading photos in the visual presentation of a place. Guangzhou serves as a critical element in 
the process of place-making, constructing an identity boundary between us and them.   
 
The second part of the coding process involved reading the content of a Weibo post. I 
developed different methods of coding for the different nature of each case. For example, unlike 
the pro-Cantonese protest and anti-Japan demonstrations, the EDPF did not have a very clear 
issue of contention. Coding EDPF’s posts for framing was not as straightforward as the other two 
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cases because the way EDPF approaches social issue is very subtle. For this reason I first 
categorised EDPF’s posts in accordance with the content information – food, travel, tips for 
employment, exams strategies and so forth – after this procedure I then looked for the 
commonality of the post in each of the categories. For example, it was obvious that in the ‘Food’ 
category, EDPF mainly focused on the local Cantonese cuisine; moreover, EDPF only focused 
on non-premium dining venues, as the majority of the recommended dishes and dining venues 
are cheap and value for money. This is a very deliberate attempt by EDPF, as its aim is to frame 
the issue of local identity with the idea of budget and everyday struggles; eating local 
Guangzhou cuisine is not only an expression of being a Guangzhouer, but it is the best possible 
practice to survive in this city. An ‘everyday’ frame was detected when I examined this idea 
against the backdrop of hyper-inflation in Guangzhou due to the rapid economic re-structuring 
over the year.  
 
The ‘content analysis first’ approach was applied to the other two case studies. Although 
both of these cases had a clear issue of contention, I still organised all the posts in accordance to 
their content first. By doing so, I not only used the coding procedure to examine the ‘competing 
discourses’ over an issue of conflict, but I also analysed the ‘social practice’ that make the 
discourse happen. For example, the practice of uploading a mobile phone screenshot that 
contains information about pro-Cantonese protest can evade the censoring system and achieve 
geo-solidarity.  
 
5. Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined the research design of this study. It has, in particular, located the 
methodology of the case study approach within the broader scholarship of media events; it 
specifically discussed issues and processes about the collection, coding, and analysis of Weibo 
data that are required for examinations. The three case studies are chosen and presented in a 
chronological order; the pro-Cantonese protest took place in July 2010, followed by a 
longitudinal study about a Weibo group, EDPF in GZ, over a period of twelve months (between 
July 2012 to July 2013), during the time of the anti-Japan movement in September 2012.  
 
The selection of cases was informed by the research question about Weibo use and the 
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formation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity. The selection and organisation of the three cases aims to 
address the multiple dimensions of geo-identity set forth in Chapter 1. A geographic approach is 
not merely a conceptual framework but it guides the decision making processes and outlines data 
collection and analysis. Each case study uses a different data collection method because of the 
different nature of the cases. At the same time, such a diverse way for data collection is also 
enabled by Weibo’s own technical functions and services. Each case exploits a different technical 
feature of Weibo. 
 
Framing is the main analytical method for this study because of its focus on strategic 
communication. More importantly, framing analysis helps to bridge the method with the concept 
of this study, that identity is strategically communicated rather than a mere cognitive recognition 
of the self. Goffman’s contribution to both the framing theory and identity politics speaks to 
Castells’ concept of the three stages of identity, which relies heavily on strategic communication. 
Understanding how identity is strategically communicated on both event and non-event days on 
Weibo allows this study to draw on a discursive, yet focused perspective to investigate the 
social–technological interplay, and how such interplay facilitates the negotiation of new 
subjectivities in a changing China. The next three chapters consist of the case studies. The 
analysis of each case draws on the framing theories outlined here. Each chapter specifies the 
relevant data collection and coding procedures. By taking advantage of methodological 
techniques, the next chapter investigates the formation of resistance identity in Guangzhou 
during the pro-Cantonese protest in 2010. Specifically, framing analysis is used to understand 
how the sense of solidarity was reinforced through Weibo communications.  
 
The next chapter examines the pro-Cantonese protest. Data collected through Weibo’s 
indigenous keyword search function indicate signs of struggle between Weibo users, the platform 
and the government. As tensions rose over the issue of linguistic autonomy and cultural 
representation at a local place, Weibo mediated the conflicts, facilitated protest mobilisation and 
enacted geo-solidarity among Guangzhou’s Weibo users. Accordingly, the combined materiality 
of Weibo and the sociality of Guangzhou as mentioned in Chapter 2 energised the formation of 
geo-identity. 
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Chapter 4 
The formation of defensive identity 
The pro-Cantonese protest and Sina Weibo 
 
One of the key policy initiatives of the CCP in the 1950s was to promote Mandarin (putonghua), 
which is based on the Beijing dialect. The policy has been enforced across major cities in China. 
However, Guangzhou has had a different experience. In this city, Cantonese is used for daily 
communication and is used by many broadcast media. Written expression of Cantonese and 
Mandarin can be different in both syntactic structure and word choice.  
  
On 25 July 2010, more than a thousand people marched on the streets of Guangzhou to 
protest against the provincial government’s attempts to replace Cantonese broadcasting on 
Guangzhou Television. Despite an official warning, the mass gathering was organised through 
Weibo (J.M., 2010). Under tremendous public pressure, the provincial government withdrew the 
edict on Cantonese and issued official support of the preservation of the language. 
 
This chapter focuses on the formation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity during the pro-
Cantonese protest. As mentioned in Chapter 1, a geo-identity is essentially a place-based identity 
that forms in the course of people’s daily lives. However, the pro-Cantonese protest illustrates 
that the daily routine of speaking local dialect was interrupted at the time and as a result, 
Guangzhou’s geo-identity was constructed and represented online as a critical response to the 
government’s cultural intervention policy. Hence, Guangzhou’s geo-identity is defensive in 
nature. The pro-Cantonese protest was triggered by the coercive political power exerted by the 
Central Government and became an act of defense and resistance from below. The process of 
identification and meaning construction through Weibo subsequently took place in the context of 
the asymmetric power struggle between the dominant party state and ordinary individuals who 
live in Guangzhou. The tension between space and place implies that the Cantonese controversy 
was a struggle over the control and representation of the symbolic cultural resources at a local 
place in China. Rather than trying to regulate media content, the government tried to regulate the 
‘form’ of media text, the language used to distribute the media content. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, a geographic place contains people’s collective memories, cultural practices 
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and traditional rituals that both guide the daily lives and define people’s sense of self and 
belonging. The attempt to control a local place effectively implies an attempt to control people’s 
ways of life and daily routines.  
 
By collecting entries and examining their content, I have identified three major frames that 
characterise Guangzhouers’ use of Weibo during the pro-Cantonese protest. Weibo’s technical 
affordances interwoven with Guangzhou’s geo-humanistic culture, facilitate the constructions of 
these frames. I argue that these three themes represent the formation of new cultural practices 
and social norms during the protest and they foster Guangzhou Weibo users’ sense of collective 
belonging. This chapter begins by detailing the background of the pro-Cantonese protest to 
examine the construction of a legitimising identity in China. This first section draws on 
discussions about language and identity to highlight the conflicts and unequal power relations 
existing between speakers of Mandarin and Cantonese. The second section introduces the study’s 
method and framing analysis. The third section examines how Weibo allows a resistance identity 
to take place and how online practices constitute the fundamental building blocks for community 
building and identification.  
 
1. The protest, Cantonese, and identity 
1.1 The backdrop of the protest 
Public anger in Guangzhou was triggered by a legislative proposal put forth by Ji Keguang, the 
vice-chair of the proposal committee of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference 
(CPPCC) Guangzhou on 5 July 2010. The proposal suggested Mandarin (putonghua) become the 
principal language for Guangzhou Television’s news and current affairs programs and advocating 
the use of Mandarin during prime time programming (Zhu and Tan, 2010). This proposal was 
made in the backdrop of an earlier online opinion poll conducted by the CPPCC Guangzhou, 
showing that of the 30,000 respondents, only 20% supported using Mandarin as Guangzhou 
TV’s principal broadcasting language, while 80% supported Cantonese (Y. Sun, 2010; Xinhua, 
2010). In fact, when Guangzhou TV’s economic channel had changed from Cantonese to 
Mandarin for its lunchtime news program in 2009 its rating plummeted so badly that the station 
decided to revert to Cantonese in January 2010 (Xinhua, 2010).  
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This strong preference for a local dialect in Guangzhou correlates with the broader social 
perception of language and identity. According to a survey by the Sun Yat-sen University at 
Guangzhou, 82.86% of Cantonese people in Guangdong (province) believe their own language 
(Cantonese) sounds better than any other dialect in China (Ye, 2005, p. 19). More than half of the 
people in Guangdong see dialect as their principal social marker for identification (p. 15). 
Although the rationale of the proposal was, according to Ji and other officials, preparing 
Guangzhou for hosting the upcoming Asian Games (November 2010) and promoting 
Guangzhou’s local televisions content to a wider, national audience segment, these reasons were 
rejected by local commentators and the general public. 
 
1.2 Language and power 
Throughout human history, language and dialect have always been the important component in 
forming one’s identity. As Buccierro (2012, p. 3) argues, ‘according to the structuralist 
perspective, language plays a crucial role in the development of people’s understanding of 
themselves and their world’. Castells (2009, p. 55) also believes language ‘provides the linkage 
between the private ad the public sphere, the past and the present’. By drawing on these 
arguments, language is not merely a tool of communication but instead, it helps people to define 
their world and the realm of existence (Nietzsche, 1989). This is because language is practiced 
on a daily basis and it functions as an organising mechanism of society by creating social bonds 
and cultural boundaries that identify the self and other. In order to do, Castells (2009, p. 52) 
points out that a language is in fact ‘a system of codes’ that allow the symbolic interaction 
‘without worshipping of icons other than those merging in the communication of everyday life’. 
John Edwards (2009, p. 53) agrees and provides a more systematic definition of language, and 
highlights three main characteristics that a language carries: first, a language is a system, which 
implies rules and regularity of practice; second, ‘this system is an arbitrary one inasmuch as its 
articular units or elements have meaning only because of users’ agreement an convention; and 
third, language constructs community.  
 
To further the argument, language in fact draws the cultural boundary between in-group 
and out-group, helping people to constitute a sense of ‘self and us’ versus ‘them and others’. 
Edwards (2009) extends this argument by drawing on the idea of language as concealment, 
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because ‘communication is a within-group phenomenon’ and language can achieve such 
concealment as a defense and protection of the cultural linguistic community. This argument very 
much resonates with Zuckerman’s observation (2013, pp. 56-57) of online news reading habits, 
where none of the top ten nations (in terms of the number of Internet use) looks at more than 7 
per cent international content in its 50 popular news sites. Zuckerman believes language isolates 
nations from nations; but, to his surprise, even in nations that share the same principal language, 
such as the U.K. and the U.S., people do not visit each other’s websites more just because they 
speak the same language. This observation further complicates the story of language and identity, 
as geography is clearly the other variable that contributes to the language-orientated community. 
Language does not merely constitute a sense of a linguistic community, it is reinforced and being 
reinforced in the geographic place that practices the language.  
 
Based on the above understanding of language, it is clear that controlling language is 
essentially an effort to control the space that generates social meaning; in other words, language 
has become a tool for spatial management and administration. The CCP enforced a Mandarin 
policy (tuipu) throughout China. As Wang Peiying (2001, p.9), wrote, the ultimate goal of tuipu 
policy was to make Mandarin the only spoken language in schools, broadcast media, government 
bodies and public arenas across China. In 2001, an Order of the President was issued by the then 
president Jiang Zemin to legislate tuipu (Chinese Government, 2001) (hereafter referred to as the 
‘language law’). The linguistic policy had such a focus because it would help in the construction 
of a uniform national identity for China. As stated in Article 5, Chapter I, in the language law,  
 
The standard spoken and written Chinese language shall be used in such a way as to 
be conducive to the upholding of state sovereignty and national dignity, to the 
unification of the country and the unity of the nationalities, and to socialist material 
progress and ethical progress. 
 
In order to achieve such a purpose, the language law specifically states that Mandarin shall 
be used as ‘the basic language in education and teaching in schools’ (Article 10, Chapter II), and 
‘shall be used by the broadcasting and TV stations as the basic broadcasting language’ (Article 
12, Chapter II). This echoes China’s ‘Code of Professional Ethics of Radio and Television Hosts 
of China’ issued by the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television, (SAPPRFT), where 
article 21 of the code requires that, ‘broadcasting hosts shall be the role model to actively 
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promote the popularization of Mandarin, use standard and correct form of written Chinese, and 
defend the integrity of the motherland’s spoken and written language’.  
 
 The fact that the CCP was so keen on enforcing the tuipu policy and standardising the 
Chinese language underpins the view that language carries great weight in supporting the CCP 
power domination. As Robert Phillipson (1992, p. 17) argues, ‘the use of one language generally 
implies the exclusion of others, although this is by no means logically necessary’. Phillipson 
defines English linguistic imperialism: ‘the dominance of English is asserted and maintained by 
the establishment and continuous reconstitution of structural and cultural inequalities between 
English and other language’ (p. 47). Tuipu works in a similar vein. Mandarin is a state-imposed 
language and it materialises its domination through legal (the language law), education (schools) 
and cultural (media outlets) means. In contrast, a local dialect such as Cantonese is increasingly 
being marginalised from these venues and people’s daily life. In Nanning, for example, the 
capital city of Guangxi, where Cantonese has been a dominant language since the late Qing 
Dynasty (1644-1911), less than 30% of the population now speak it. This was due to the 
enforcement of tuipu on the city since the early 1990s, when Cantonese was prohibited in public 
and educational venues (Yangcheng Evening News, 2010).  
 
Mandarin acts as a ruling mechanism that expresses the CCP’s structural domination, and 
disseminates its ideology across China. In contrast, Cantonese and other Chinese dialects lack 
government support and are increasingly practiced only within a private sphere, such as at home. 
This linguistic inequality is inherently spatial and underscores the asymmetrical power between 
the nation space and the local place. As Relph (196, p.82) argues, there is an inauthentic attitude 
against the local place from the dominant space, which is ‘essentially no sense of place, for it 
involves no awareness of the deep and symbolic significances of places and no appreciation of 
their identities’. The spatial–linguistic tension highlights the conflicts between the Central 
Government that controls and exert its power through the space of flows, and ordinary people 
who live and conduct their daily lives at local places. 
 
Guangzhou had a ‘softer’ implementation of the tuipu policy, as mentioned in the previous 
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chapter. As Hong Kong was Guangdong’s biggest trading partner in the 1980s,13 the government 
realised it would be hard to attract investors from both Hong Kong and returned overseas 
Cantonese without Cantonese being used in official administrative bodies and broadcasting 
media (Xinhua, 2010; Shuimu Nianhua, 2010). This linguistic autonomy has been retreating in 
recent years. According to Yangcheng Evening News (2010), some schools in Guangzhou are 
enforcing the Mandarin-only policy, both inside and outside the classroom, and students will be 
penalised for speaking Cantonese in the school yard.  
 
The tuipu policy, therefore, aims to transcend the past and the significance of local place. 
As discussed in the Introduction, ‘placelessness’ refers to the loss of a sense of place and to 
people’s loss of knowledge about the diversity and significance of local place (Relph, 1976, p. 
79). The term indicates how a local place loses its cultural and historical contingency and how 
people lose awareness of ‘the deep and symbolic significances of places and no appreciation of 
their identities’ (Relph, 1976, p. 82). Hence, local place in China becomes ‘placeless’ in the sense 
that it is increasingly being detached from its localised history and folk culture, which the local 
people no longer control. Instead, the local culture and history are increasingly being 
manipulated and narrated in a way that suits the interests of political and social elites (see Oakes’ 
analysis of Lijiang, 2012). The cultural representation of local place becomes placeless because it 
starts losing its cultural relevance (or, at least, people start failing to see its relevance) to the 
broader national representation and cultural transformation.  
 
I must make clear that by no means do I use the term ‘placelessness’ in an administrative 
and economic sense; earlier chapters have repetitively emphasised the inter-regional inequalities 
of welfare distribution due to China’s decentralised economic reform logic and the hukou policy. 
However, even for the economically well-developed Guangzhou, as long as it fails to present 
itself as a culturally independent subject and differentiate itself from the discursive cultural 
representation of China as the nation state, its historical continuity will be interrupted. A local 
place is thereby incorporated into the dominant national geography and acts as a node to support 
                                               
13
 According to Goodman and Feng (1994, p.191), about 48% of Guangdong’s total exports went to Hong Kong in 
the 1980s. This figure grew to 84% by 1992. Peter Cheung (1998, p. 128) also states that ‘the number of foreign-
funded firms (mostly with Hong Kong funds) rose four-fold, from 12,200 in 1990 to over 53,000 in 1999 … two-
thirds of Guangdong’s foreign investments is secured from Hong Kong’.  
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the overarching power network of the state. The CCP expresses its domination by overcoming 
the distinctive variations at local places to forge a sense of ‘sameness’ and ‘similarity’ of the 
Chinese people’s everyday life. This is materialised through standardisation by which Chinese 
people, regardless of their immediate geographical location, share a similar national history, 
collective memory, values, norms and identity. Rather than having its own distinctive identity, 
the attempt to make Guangzhou ‘placeless’ will help to incorporate the city into the greater 
national geography of China to support the CCP’s power structure. 
 
1.3 Support Cantonese – the protest 
The pro-Cantonese protests in 2010 were located within such social and political conditions and 
represent a peak of spatial tension between the Central Government and the local place. Harp, 
Bachmann and Guo (2012, p. 309-310) identify four dimensions of SNSs in articulating 
collective actions: administrative uses, mobilising uses, communication and networking uses and 
awareness uses. Weibo has clearly taken up these four dimensions in the pro-Cantonese protest. 
According to Radio Free Asia’s Cantonese department (Li, 2010), a number of post-80s (born 
after 1980s) Guangzhou youth tried to organise a pro-Cantonese gathering and hand out 
brochures in support of the local dialect and culture. They disseminated information on Weibo 
and used Weibo to recruit volunteers for these activities. However, the Guangzhou police 
rejected their activity application by coining it as an ‘illegal gathering’. Moreover, the provincial 
government ordered all local news media to use the official news releases to cover the story. Any 
mention of the demonstration was wiped from major online forums and Internet websites and 
‘only one national newspaper carried a detailed report, indicating that the pro-Cantonese 
groundswell had become a politically delicate matter’ (Wong, 2010). 
 
Despite the government’s restriction, on 11 July 2010 a group of Guangzhou youth 
gathered at the People’s Park in downtown Guangzhou to sing famous Cantonese songs to 
promote Cantonese culture. The participants said the event was organised by an online 
community named ‘Crazy for Cantonese music’ and that they had never met in person until the 
day (Zhu and Tan, 2010). Thus, Cantonese defined the cultural association and the Internet 
enacted the network to materialise these interactions. The pro-Cantonese gathering fostered the 
rise of a resistance identity and set the boundary for its membership. 
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A proper protest was held on 25 July 2010. As proposed on Weibo, thousands of people14 
gathered at the subway exit of Jiannanxi subway station at 5:30pm. According to RFA (2010), 
many people learned about the protest on the Internet and went to the gathering. Local polices 
were quick to go into action and the government deployed riot police to the scene (Apply Daily, 
2012). Protesters shouted the slogan “Fuck your mother! Go all out!” (掉哪妈！顶硬上！), a 
battle slogan that was used by a famous Cantonese General in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644); 
and sang songs from a famous Hong Kong rock band named ‘Beyond’ while condemning the 
provincial officials, especially Ji Keguang, of suppressing local culture (Apple Daily, 2010; J.M., 
2010). The protest eventually ended in a rather peaceful fashion with few arrests; the protesters 
walked away gradually at about 6:30pm (Wong, 2010).  
 
The pro-Cantonese protest and its related social discontent called for a rather different 
perspective to investigate the techno-social and techno-political dynamics of media in China. 
Some media commentaries, such as the Economist (by J.M., 2010), still see the role of Weibo in 
this incident as a medium that mobilised class politics because ‘the protest in Guangzhou seems 
more to reflect youthful resentment at interfering bureaucrats rate than a specific anxiety about 
the demise of Cantonese’. I contest this view and argue that the commentary fails to consider the 
very social and cultural context of the Cantonese language on the one hand and Guangzhou’s 
translocal experience in negotiating with external political, economic and cultural forces on the 
other. In many ways, an analysis based on a class-approach tends to overlook the relevance of a 
geographic place in forming one’s sense of self and sense of belonging to a community. The 
political intervention from the local authorities changed the pro-Cantonese protest from a 
systematically organised movement to a collective action that consisted of individual protesters 
with personal interests and concerns. The analysis, therefore, needs to understand the materiality 
of Weibo that enable Guangzhou people’s sense of collective belonging. 
 
  
                                               
14 The exact number of participants is unconfirmed, with different sources offering widely different estimates: Hong 
Kong’s Apply Daily (26/07/2010) stated there were more than 10,000 participants, The Economist (27/07/2010) put 
it as ‘more than a thousand citizens of Guangzhou’, and RFA (26/07/2010) estimated that about 2,000 people 
participated. 
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1.4 Online community 
Chapter 1 briefly discussed how SNSs’ materiality can enact the sociality and connectivity 
among individuals and therefore, people’s sense of community. There is no singular definition of 
the term ‘community’. Nancy Baym (2013, p. 109) writes, the consideration of the term ‘depends 
first and foremost on which of many definitions of “community” you choose’. A sense of 
community is formed specifically based on individuals’ shared perception and mutual 
understanding of the world. Amitai Etzioni (1994) uses collective actions in the U.S. to illustrate 
that individuals in fact have to learn and are gradually developing some kind of shared value and 
perception in defending their sense of being. During the process, the community structure is 
capable of fostering the emergence of new values that have a transformative function in society, 
a development of what Williams (1969) would call the ‘emergent culture’. Further, writing about 
the formation of community today must consider the role of digital media in fostering the 
relational process between the technical materiality of the platform and the sociality of the 
human society. Hence, Baym’s works on online community have much to offer in this regard.  
 
By referring to sociological theories, Baym states that groups and grouping are the 
fundamental basis of community building. Groups ‘are clusters or networks of individuals who 
share specific interest, ways of behaving, a common identity, and interpersonal interaction’ 
(2008, p. 6). Mary Chayko (2008, p. 6) defines community as ‘a set of people who share a 
specific kind of identity and culture and regular, patterned social interaction’. Such an interaction 
can take place face-to-face or can be mediated by communication technologies. Cultural studies 
scholars such as Williams (1958) and Hartley and Potts (2014) take up the issue in a similar way, 
but they go further by stating that a community is a collective response that reacts to overall 
social transformations. Communication is at the core of community formation because 
communication helps to define the changes, the potential dangers, threats, gains and benefits of 
the changes, helping its members to make sense of the situations. In addition, an online 
community needs to bridge the virtual and physical and materialise the online discourses, support 
and resources for offline use.  
 
Building on these concerns, Baym (p. 110) identifies five qualities that characterise online 
community: the sense of space, shared practice, shared resources and support, shared identities, 
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and interpersonal relationships. The five qualities are closely related to each other, and they 
foreground the trajectory of the emergence of new values, set of ideas and ways of life. Online 
community, to Baym, is not merely a strategic alliance to defend and support its members from 
the dominant forces, but it fosters what Castells (2010) would call ‘the emergence of new 
subjects’ or what William (1969) would term as ‘the rise of new cultural class’. While Weibo 
provides a ‘shared online space’ in which its users can interact and communicate, the use of such 
a shared space relies on the shared cultural understanding and social experience of its users. The 
shared space is supported by shared routinised practices, and these shared practices enact in-
group values and norms. In the case of Guangzhou, language, traditional rituals and city’s 
landmarks shape the shared cultural understanding among Guangzhouers, and their experience 
during the economic reforms era could be their shared social experience. The question is: how 
did these cultural resources and social experiences interact with Weibo’s material functions to 
forge a Guangzhou community during the protest? In order to explore this query, the next section 
will explain the method used in this case study. 
 
2. Methods 
2.1 Sample  
As mentioned in Chapter 3, Weibo’s advanced search function allows researchers to generate 
data of a public incident defined by time and space. I collected data by searching the phrase 
‘Support Cantonese’ (Cheng Yueyu) on Weibo’s indigenous advanced search function. It was the 
key protest slogan. Censorship was evident as weibo members complained that their posts were 
removed and they then used innovative tactics to evade regulation. The keyword search 
generated 1,648 Weibo entries. The analysis period was 23–27 July 2010, two days before and 
one day after the protest (25 July 2010). This time range provided data before, during and after 
the protest, and it allowed for a continuous snapshot of online communication about the protest. I 
chose Guangzhou as the location in the search engine to generate posts only by people who 
identified themselves as living in Guangzhou.  
 
Instead of examining all 1,648 entries for the framing analysis, I further filtered the data by 
choosing the ‘original post’ (yuan chuang) option. This option excluded all re-posted posts. 393 
original entries were generated. The reason for eliminating re-posted entries was, first, to avoid 
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duplication of the same (original entry) entry being displayed. Some re-posts do not contain any 
additional entries, i.e. the poster has simply re-posted the original entry on his/her homepage 
without adding his/her own thoughts. These ‘pure re-posts’ created duplication of the original 
post that constantly re-appeared in the data set and caused some initial confusion. Second, since 
all re-posted entries are based on the original entries it was considered more valuable and 
effective to focus on the original content of the conversation.  
 
2.2 Coding 
In order to avoid my (the coder) subjective influence during the coding process, I began the 
coding process without making any presumptions about the potential findings; instead, I kept an 
open mind with the data to allow the unexpected results to arise during the coding process. I was 
unaware of the three later identified frames at the initial phase of the research. In order to 
approach the research question of this case study on how Guangzhouers used Weibo to negotiate 
and construct their geo-identity during the protest, I first read through all the collected entries 
and then constructed a coding schema based on the content of each entry. As I am a native 
Cantonese and Chinese speaker, I was capable of understanding the content of each post and able 
to note that the collected data fell into three broad categories based on their content: Information, 
Rationale, and Slogan; there are eight sub-categories in the Information and Rationale. There 
were eight sub-categories in the Information and Rationale themes. I determined the category of 
each post by relating its content to the protest. For example, if the post states the presence of 
censorship, then it falls into the broad category of ‘Information’ and the sub-category of 
‘Information about censorship’. Some posts were purely informational; they provided, verified or 
sought information about the protest.  
 
Posts in the Rationale category were dedicated to making an argument to support the 
protest and to justify the course of action. Unlike other categories, Slogans were merely the 
expression of one’s emotion regarding to the pro-Cantonese controversy instead of making an 
effort to justify the reasoning and rationale of the protest, or to actively provide and seek for 
protest related information. Therefore, there are no sub-categories in the Slogan category. 
Nevertheless, entries in the ‘Slogan’ category still provide nuance about Guangzhou Weibo users’ 
online practice and communicative culture at the time. By ‘practice’, I specifically refer to 
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Couldry’s (2012) notion of ‘media practices’, which are routinised activities and behaviours 
constructed socially. Therefore, media practices are not bundles of idiosyncrasies but they 
express the competing discourses and power interplays in the world (Couldry, 2012); 
consequently, they facilitates the rise of new sets of ideas and values (Baym, 2008). Table 2 
below summarises the distribution and an example of each of the categories.  
 
Labels Counts Example 
Information   
1. Protest Information 149 ‘Can anyone tell me if the pro-Cantonese 
gathering will still go ahead? I heard the police 
have disapproved the public gathering 
application’. 
2. Personal plan on 
protest day 
55 ‘I will just go by the gathering location on my 
way home’. 
3. Future actions 
4. (second protest in 
HK) 
7 ‘We will have a second gathering to support 
Cantonese on 1 August at Hong Kong’. 
5. Information about 
censorship 
16 ‘Look, Weibo and zf (government) are deleting 
my post! Why am I not allowed to express my 
view?’ 
Rationale   
6. Cultural and 
historical 
7. uniqueness of 
Cantonese 
38 ‘Cantonese is a much more sophisticated 
language with 9 pitched tones while Mandarin 
only has 4.’ 
8. Linguistic and 
identity rights 
22 ‘I can endure the government misusing my tax, 
demolishing my house, and social inequalities; 
but how dare they try to take away my right to 
speak my mother tongue! I can never endure that 
because Cantonese is who I am’. 
9. Seeking external 
supports 
19 ‘Look, even foreigners are supporting 
Cantonese’. 
10. Alternative actions 21 ‘Maybe we can have more community activities 
about Cantonese culture rather than having a 
protest’ 
11. Slogan 66 ‘I support Cantonese forever!’ 
 n=393  
Table 2 Data categories for the pro-Cantonese protest 
 
The content categorisation of each entry led to the identification of the three major frames. 
These frames are determined by examining the ‘purpose’ of the Weibo entry - how do the content 
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of an entry support the protest at the time of posting. Hence, broadly speaking, the three frames 
emerged chronologically: one emerged before the protest, one emerged during the protest and 
one gradually developed throughout the protest. Since the protest was mediated through Weibo, 
an overarching question that related to all three sets of questions was: Which of Weibo’s 
technical functions were used throughout the three frames? 
 
Let me first re-state some key points of framing analysis for the purpose of examining this 
case study. According to Entman (1993, p. 52), framing has four functions: to define the 
problem, to diagnose the cause, to make moral judgments and to suggest remedies. In the context 
of social movements, Zald (1996) says framing is used 1. as the language for protesters to 
communicate their course; 2. to help protesters realise the urgency and severity of the issue and 
thus, the need and legitimacy to act; 3. to seek potential moral support from the wider public 
(such as media). This communication process is not isolated from what van Gorp (2007) called 
‘macrostructures’ in framing. In the case of China, the government is arguably the most critical 
macrostructure to merit attention.  
 
Framing analysis in the case of the pro-Cantonese protest focuses on the two stages of 
identity politics developed by Desrosiers (2011): first, a frame mobilises solidarity; second, a 
frame mobilises active participation. These two stages can be integrated with Entman’s four 
functions of framing mentioned above: solidarity can be mobilised by presenting an issue and 
making people to realise the situation (to define the problem) and by offering a possible causal 
relationship (to diagnose the problem). Active participation can be mobilised by making moral 
justifications for the course of action (to make moral judgment) and offer practical 
recommendations (to suggest remedies).  
 
Framing analysis is applied to both content and form of a Weibo post. Textual form mainly 
refers to the language used and the kind of textual representations of the Weibo post – words, 
image, audio-visual materials or URL links. ‘Language used’ does not refer to linguistic 
arrangements and structures but it simply refers to the actual language that the post was 
expressed in – Mandarin, Cantonese, English or other languages and dialects. The textual form of 
a Weibo post carries significant political messages in the context of Guangzhou at the time 
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because they were consciously constructed and deliberately chosen to express certain opinions 
and world view. 
 
I have developed three sets of coding questions to conduct the framing analysis below. The 
analysis first concerns the frames that consolidate geo-solidarity on Weibo. The first set of 
questions focuses on how Guangzhouers describe their language and local culture. In particular, I 
was interested in the social and cultural aspects of Guangzhou that were emphasised and how 
these aspects were presented on Weibo. The analysis then concerns itself with the frames that 
triggered participation. The second set of questions focuses on the issue of contention and in 
particular, the issue that triggered participation. I framed this inquiry within China’s political 
system, as the protest was considered to be illegal by local police, then asked why and what 
triggered people to join the protest (both online and offline). The third set of questions deals with 
the values and norms of the protest. Specifically, I focused on the online treatment of outsiders 
throughout the incident: how were they being used to support the course of the protest.  
 
1. How did Guangzhouers present their culture and language?  
1.1 Which aspects of the local cultural were being emphasised?  
1.2 In what textual form did the Weibo post take? How did Guangzhouers present their 
language and local culture? 
 
2. How did Weibo users react to censorship and state oppression? 
2.1 Which aspects of the tuipu policy were being emphasised?  
2.2 Which aspects of the online censorship were being emphasised? 
 
3. How did they perceive outsiders?  
3.1 Was there an obvious adversarial frame against outsiders? 
3.2 Which outsiders did Weibo users refer to? 
3.3 Which aspects about these outsiders were selected to frame the support of the protest? 
 
The framing analysis here is set out to explore the formation of a resistance identity and, 
hence, the building of a geo-community during the pro-Cantonese controversy. The following 
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section discusses the major findings.  
 
3. Discussion 
Overall, the framing analysis has helped me to detect three major frames of Weibo 
communication during the pro-Cantonese protest. They are observed and determined in 
accordance to the relationship between their content and the protest. As mentioned, the three 
frames emerged in a chronological order and the following sections will discuss each of them 
accordingly. 
 
3.1 Living together  
The most prominent and persistent framing in the pro-Cantonese discussions I encountered 
creates a sense of ‘togetherness’ and ‘unity’ among Guangzhouers. In the online discussion of 
Weibo, a Guangzhou city was ‘reinvented’ mainly through two types of online representations: 
the typing of Cantonese and the sharing of Guangzhou’s cultural products and city sceneries. The 
reinvention and reprentation of the Guangzhou city and its humanistic (linguistic) culture is an 
effort consolidate the required solidarity for the protest. As mentioned, the pro-Cantonese protest 
was effectively a leaderless protest because the protest organisation was dismantled after the 
local police outlawed the street gathering application. The framing of unity and togetherness then 
provided the mechanism that brings individuals together and to mobilise popular participation. I 
call this the ‘living together frame’ and this frame focuses on the issue of geo-identity in relation 
to Guangzhouers’ daily lives, their social routines and practices, which define people’s sense of 
self and belonging.  
 
While the general perception of online communities is that most are ‘not so tied to 
geographical space’ (Baym, 2010, p. 74) because the Internet is able to overcome geographical 
boundaries. This was certainly not the case for Guangzhou during the pro-Cantonese protest 
because it was the geographical place that determined Weibo users’ strategic communication and 
alliance. First, the choice of the textual representation of a Weibo post contributes to the making 
of a ‘living together experience’ and enables the required shared practices, collective memories, 
common values and norms of community building. 
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The majority of Weibo posts were posted in Cantonese expressions rather than in 
standardised Mandarin expressions. This later became a shared practice among Guangzhou’s 
Weibo users in their online communications. As mentioned earlier, written Cantonese has a 
different grammatical and syntactic structure to Mandarin. The use of Cantonese is particularly 
obvious in the protest’s main slogan: “Fuck your mum! Go all out!” is a Cantonese expression. 
‘Slogan’ in this sense is not merely an outburst of one’s grievance but it performs one’s identity. 
It is worth noting that this was a deliberate ploy by Guangzhouers because Guangzhou schools 
are required to teach the Mandarin written expression. Typing Cantonese differentiated 
Cantonese speakers and non-Cantonese speakers, and this practice created a sense of 
commonality and shared experience on Weibo.  
 
However, there was a political dimension as well. Typing Cantonese not only confronted 
the government’s will of tuipu but this practice also evaded online censorship. For example, a 
Weibo user (24/07/2013) spelt ‘police department’ as gung on bou in Cantonese, instead of gong 
an bu in Mandarin. Another user (25/07/2013) referred to ‘the government’ (政府) as ‘square 
tiger’ (正虎); the pronunciations of the two words are identical in Cantonese but not in 
Mandarin. The language used could partially explain why some Weibo posts that clearly 
contained sensitive information about the protest could survive censorship and remain accessible 
to the researcher nearly two years after the protest. Further, the scope of the resistance discourse 
carried by this shared practice was expanded by Weibo’s functions of ‘Like’, ‘Repost’, and 
‘Comment’. These technical features made the practise visible to other Weibo users, as the typing 
of Cantonese become a way to be part of the community and a way to participate the in-group 
communication.  
 
Besides language, the other textual form that contributed to the living together experience 
on Weibo was ‘visualisation’; instead of expressing the desired content and message in words, 
Weibo users uploaded images and audio-visual materials. As Yang (2008, p.126) points out, ‘the 
most obvious feature of internet contention is its symbolic and discursive form’. This of course, 
relates to Weibo’s technical function of allowing users to attach visual images and audio-visual 
files in their Weibo entries. Among the 393 entries, 102 contained either visual images or videos. 
These visual and audio representations diversified the representation of Guangzhou’s cultural 
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uniqueness. For example, there was an image of a box containing many old Cantonese 
expressions and words, which are place-distinct and culturally specific. A video of ‘Let an old 
Guangzhou Doctor Teach you Cantonese’ shows a middle-aged man speaking in the traditional 
Cantonese tongue and introducing old local sayings of medical jargon. Many of those 
expressions are rarely used today and have been re-collected and presented on Weibo. 
Guangzhou’s city culture and landmarks were exploited, too. An image of an animated robot, 
whose name is BBQ Guangzhou, was shown holding different cultural products, such as a 
Cantonese style roast duck, a road sign of one of Guangzhou’s oldest streets, and a bottle of Pearl 
River soy sauce. The performance of Cantonese and the display of the city’s landmarks is an 
attempt to argue that geo-identity is part of a Guangzhouer’s daily life.  
 
While the practice of typing Cantonese and uploading visual and audio materials created a 
sense of togetherness, these shared practices provided the mechanism for unrelated individuals to 
understand their common concern and grievance. Even more, these shared practices and online 
content contributed to the making of an ‘every necessity frame’ that linked the issue of cultural 
suppression to ordinary Guangzhouers’ everyday lives. By presenting the language 
Guangzhouers speak, the street they walk on, the food they eat and familiar city landmarks, geo-
identity was framed as an ‘essential’ requisite that guides people’s daily lives. This rather 
personal dimension of the ‘everyday necessity frame’ eventually questioned the legitimacy of the 
government’s attempt to eradicate Cantonese broadcasting because the state’s intervention was 
perceived as an intervention to Guangzhouers’ way of life and daily routines. The government 
was subsequently being framed as oppressive and authoritarian.  
 
3.2 Defence and resistance 
Another major facet of Weibo users’ focus on the Cantonese controversy involves strategic 
practices and confrontational sentiments towards online censorship and street control. Most of 
these practices and sentiments appeared throughout the protest day. I simply call this a ‘protest 
frame’. The protest frame here mainly focused on two topics: the legitimacy of the tuipu policy 
and the government’s handling of the pro-Cantonese movement. While Weibo has mediated a 
sense of belonging and a sense of commonality among its Guangzhou users, I must reiterate the 
duality of Weibo in both supporting and suppressing social movements in China over the years 
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(Poell, de Kloet and Zeng, 2014; Fuchs, 2015). Sullivan (2014) points out that while technology 
changes, state control adapts and becomes more sophisticated. Although the materiality of Weibo 
seems to support popular protests, it also supports the Chinese government’s monitoring system 
in suppressing and reducing the possibilities of collective actions (King, Pan and Roberts, 2013). 
 
Since local authorities determined that the pro-Cantonese protest was illegal, China’s 
censorship measures quickly came onto the scene when the protest was first organised and 
Internet services across China launched their censoring practices. This is evident from the data. A 
Weibo user (23:12, 24/07/2013) uploaded a screenshot that showed the protest location 
‘Jiangnan Xi Metro Station Exit A’ (江南西地铁 A出口) was determined to be ‘sensitive’, and 
no results can be generated by online search engines for the eve of the protest. 
 
In responding to this self- and state-imposed censorship, Weibo members exploited 
different technical functions of Weibo. The practice of typing Cantonese, as mentioned, was one 
way to evade censorship, an expression of resistance. Screenshots on a smart phone was another 
commonly used method to evade online censorship. Some users (25/07/2013) posted a 
screenshot of Hong Kong’s Apple Daily’s (the newspaper’s website is banned in mainland 
China) coverage of the pro-Cantonese protest. The news report detailed the time, location and 
rationale of the protest. This information was banned on Weibo and other Internet services in 
China but became available through screenshot images. Others (24/07/2010) uploaded a photo 
that was a screenshot from Hong Kong’s Golden Forum, an image that provided information 
about the second protest in Hong Kong. Transforming protest information from text to visual 
allowed the image file to evade the sensitive words detection system. On the protest day, 
however, the tactic changed from evasion to confrontation and Weibo was therefore not merely a 
platform to mobilise, but became a site on which to protest.  
 
Government censorship, interestingly, split the protest and encouraged people who did not 
go to the street protest to protest online. Weibo users even explicitly asked their personal 
networks to ‘spin up’ (circulate) sensitive material (zhuan qilai). As one user puts it, ‘let’s see 
how many posts they can (SNS and the government) delete!?’ The direct resistance, as reflected 
by the posts in the ‘Information about censorship’ and ‘Personal plan on protest day’ categories, 
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encouraged a confrontational tactic rather than an evasive tactic on protest day. Another member 
(25/07/2010) wrote, ‘look, the government starts removing posts (relating to pro-Cantonese 
movement), do they really think that will shatter our determination to support Cantonese?’ The 
changing resistance tactic also indicates the changing framing strategies employed by Weibo 
users; they extended the ‘injustice frame’ that was used to gather solidarity and to provide the 
moral justification of the protest to become a ‘legitimacy frame’ that questioned and challenged 
the governments’ action to control Guangzhouers’ a right to voice dissent.  
 
Criticisms of online censorship seem to reflect a widespread sense of distrust of Weibo, 
and China’s Internet services in general, but it is also interesting that this dissatisfaction was 
expressed on Weibo itself. In an empirical study of online political participation in China, Mou et 
al. (2013) note that there is no positive correlation between Internet trust and online political 
discussion, and the pro-Cantonese protest seems to confirm this finding. The distrustful 
sentiments and the ‘zhuan qilai’ approach created an ‘injustice frame’ about the authorities, 
which played out the power inequality on China’s Internet. As a post (25/07/2010) questions, 
‘why does Weibo delete the pro-Cantonese movement posts? We didn’t post anything illegal or 
subversive … very disappointed on Weibo’. By questioning the legitimacy of online censorship, 
Weibo users located the Cantonese controversy within the paradigm of citizen’s rights in China. 
Posts in the ‘Personal plan on protest day’ in particular employed the injustice framing to 
encourage participation. Posts in this category deliberately played down the political aspect of 
the street gathering. A typical post in this category was: ‘I am going to have a walk there after 
dinner, can police arrest me for walking?’ (25/07/2010). This comment linked the ‘everyday 
necessity frame’ (post-dinner walk) with the ‘injustice frame’ (censorship and police control) to 
confront the government’s ‘illegitimate’ online and offline controls. 
 
Moreover, as Aouragh and Alexander (2011, p. 1350) argue, the Internet shutdown sent a 
signal to protesters that ‘the regime was threatened’ by their actions and this led to the creation of 
an ‘action frame’. The ‘zhuan qilai’ approach contributed to the sense of efficacy among Weibo 
users by showing that, collectively, their actions (online protest posts) could impact on the 
censorship system and make a difference. The action frame was not merely calling people to take 
action but was instructing people what to do and to make a difference.  
 125 
 
 
The defence and resistance frame was supported by the uploaded visual images from the 
street protest. Mobile devices played a crucial role in supporting the spread of Weibo messages. 
86 posts of the data were sent via mobile devices (21.7%).15 Mobile blogging expanded the 
network and connected protesters (insiders) and online users (outsiders) through constant updates 
and visual images (eye witnessing) from the protest site. This illustrates two important points. 
First, it shows the strong awareness of networking during a popular movement, where blogging 
on mobile devices became a routine practice, which expresses a strong desire to share and to tell. 
Second, this eye-witnessing experience further reinforced the injustice framing of the Chinese 
authorities and played out the unequal power relationship in an offline setting. While in the 
living together frame, the tuipu policy was perceived as an intrusion to Guangzhou’s local lives, 
these sentiments were extended during the protest to the act of defence and resistance, to 
question and challenge the governments’ actions, both online and on street, of control during the 
protest. 
 
3.3 Norms and the ‘others’ 
Norms are the guidance for individuals to be part of a community and they also provide the 
identity boundary to define the scope of the community. Unlike the previous two frames, the 
‘social norms frame’ here is not only about the counter-struggles against the government’s 
policies and control, but is about differentiating Guangzhou with the rest of China in terms of 
values and norms, to support the moral justification of the protest. In other words, a resistance 
identity is not simply about subversive and evasive tactics but as Castells (2009) believes ‘new 
subjects’ can emerge through shared practices. Baym (2010) argues that shared practices entail 
norms that bond individuals together and maintain the momentum for the online communication 
to prevail. The social norms theme narrates the moral justification of the protest through 
recognising social diversity and equality. Consequently, the attitude towards ‘outsiders’ was the 
principal gateway to develop these values. As Doreen Massey (1994: 169) argues, ‘the identity of 
a place does not derive from some internalized history, it derives, from the specificity of its 
interactions with the “outside”’. Informed by Massey’s argument, I have identified two types of 
                                               
15
 Weibo does display the ‘source’ (lai yuan) of the post at the end of the entry. 
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‘outsiders’ who are important to Guangzhou: Chinese from non-Guangdong regions (waisheng 
ren) and Hong Kongers. 
 
The influx of migrant workers into Guangzhou during the economic reform years has led 
to increasing social tension between locals and outsiders over employment, social security, and 
even family stabilities (Cheung, 2002). I therefore wonder if an ‘adversarial’ narration was used 
on Weibo. In discussing ethno-conflicts, Desrosiers (2011: 14) pointed out that ‘ethnocentric 
rhetoric is often centred on the “other”’, an ‘adversarial’ frame that ‘exaggerate differences 
between ethnic groups’ contribute to the process of ‘dis-identification’. The analysis was then set 
out to determine if an adversarial discourse was used during the protest. 
 
 After searching through the data, I found that waisheng ren was not the central rhetoric of 
the movement: an ‘adversarial’ depiction (towards waisheng ren) was absent. In order to justify 
this observation, I will first focus on the Cantonese expression of lao (捞), a Cantonese term that 
refers to migrant workers and non-Cantonese people in the Guangdong as dirty, barbaric and 
lacking in discipline (mei jiaoyang) and education (mei wenhua). Only 5 out of the collected 393 
posts contained this expression. Moreover, even those who used this term (26/07/2010) stated 
that, ‘I do not use lao in a geographic sense, but this expression merely refers to those people 
who hate us (Guangzhou culture and Cantonese)’. Instead, some Weibo users (25/07/2010) 
warned, ‘the supporting Cantonese (movement) should not render the opportunity for 
xenophobic (paiwai). We Guangzhouers have suzhi,16 we should understand this better!” Another 
user (26/07/2010) also urges Guangzhouers, ‘we support Cantonese and love our local culture, 
but we do not paiwai!’. A protest banner (26/07/2010) on the protest day said, ‘let a hundred 
flowers bloom’ (baihua qifang), a traditional Chinese metaphor that refers to cultural and 
ideological diversity. The data are not sufficient to suggest an ‘inclusive frame’ on Weibo, but the 
data can reveal that Guangzhouers were trying to avoid the local/outsider conflict at the time. 
 
The absence of an obvious adversarial framing is probably an effort to counter the 
                                               
16 While I acknowledge the complexity of suzhi discourse in China (see Andrew Kipnis (2006) for a more detailed 
and comprehensive discussion), in the context of the case study, I take suzhi as the kind of human quality that is able 
to embrace diversity and difference.  
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government’s rationale of tuipu: linguistic standardisation. To Guangzhouers, standardisation has 
the connotation of eliminating local identity. This cultural suppression might have changed local 
sentiments toward waisheng ren, from emphasising differences to focusing on cultural diversity 
and social equality. The absence of an adversarial frame in this case provides answers and 
clarification to questions like ‘what are we fighting for?’ – for equality and diversity; and ‘who is 
the enemy?’ – the government, not other Chinese people. 
 
Further, the constant reference to Hong Kong during the protest was an attempt to frame 
the protest within the discourse of liberal society, which emphasises individual’s rights and free 
choice. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Guangzhou is culturally and geographically close to Hong 
Kong. Hong Kong’s media and cultural products have flourished in Guangzhou since the 1980s. 
Hong Kong’s liberal social values, non-authoritarian political structure and the free market 
system have been a window to modernity for Guangzhouers over the years (Fung and Ma, 2002). 
Hong Kong’s Cantonese pop music, in particular those of Beyond’s normally express the idea of 
freedom, liberty and individuality (Ko, 2010), were shared on Weibo and sung on the street. 
Using Hong Kong’s popular music as the protest anthem indicates the translocal character and 
cross-border proximity of Guangzhou’s geo-identity on the one hand, and as well as indicating 
the similar liberal social values of Guangzhou’s subjectivity on the other. 
 
A social norm that focuses on social liberty and diversity gradually developed through the 
longing of Hong Kong’s liberal social system and the avoidances of scapegoating waisheng ren. 
The social norms theme not only provides the moral justifications of the protest it also narrates 
the values and norms that a Guangzhou identity should embrace and contain. Even though 
Guangzhou’s geo-identity was in contention with the national identity, it affiliated the regional 
Cantonese cultural identity with Hong Kong. As Mathews et al. (2008) point out, while national 
identity is imposed by the Chinese authorities, cultural identity comes from ordinary people. The 
affiliation served two purposes. It expanded the scope of the protest and appealed to regional and 
even global attention, for example, Hong Kong media thoroughly covered the protest. Second, 
the affiliation with Hong Kong supported the framing of cultural diversity and social equality, 
and this set as the benchmark the differences between Guangzhou and the rest of China. Hong 
Kong was used to frame Guangzhou as a place that celebrates social diversity and cultural 
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equality, the two aspects that Guangzhouers believe the Chinese government was trying to 
suppress through the tuipu policy. 
 
4. Conclusion 
This chapter has examined three frames on Weibo throughout the pro-Cantonese protest in 2010 
and found that Guangzhou’s geo-identity is defensive in nature. The protest started because the 
Central Government aimed to marginalise Cantonese culture and make the city merely another 
part of the greater Chinese geography. The attempt was strongly opposed by Guangzhouers 
because they believed the policy would intrude on their way of life. Weibo played an important 
role in articulating the tension between Guangzhouers and the Central Government and to 
facilitate online and offline protests. As discussed, the three frames, the living together frame, the 
protest frame and the social norms frame, were not merely the construction of popular grievances 
and social discontents; rather, they were the combined making of Weibo’s technical affordances 
and people’s sense of geographic belonging. Each of the three frames serves a different purpose 
for the protest: gather popular support and solidarity (living together frame); provide tactical 
advice and spread restricted information (protest frame); and clarify the moral justification for 
the action in order to expand the reach and scope of a local protest (social norms frame). 
However, these frames also lead to the formation of new culture and a renewed sense of geo-
identity. The three frames illustrate that the formation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity is not simply 
a linear resistance against the state; it is a complex process. The local people form their sense of 
identity using two opposing references: first, it is defined by Guangzhou’s humanistic culture and 
the Guangzhou people’s collective experience during the economic transformation era; and 
second, it is constituted by the competing ideologies and social values between the Central 
Government and local place in China. All of these factors, however, were further mediated and 
subjected to Weibo’s materiality and political economy. 
 
While geo-identity fosters the building of a Guangzhou community on Weibo and a 
localised Guangzhou subject started to emerge during the protest. However, the inquiry must 
now go beyond the protest itself. As the social movement scholar Sidney Tarrow (1994) notes, 
contention does not necessarily produce immediate outcomes or directly affect government 
policy or attitudes, but ‘they have indirect and long-term effects that emerge … when movements 
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transform their initial challenges into permanent access to power and leave lasting networks of 
activists behind.’ Many Guangzhouers still use Cantonese expressions online and the practice of 
local identity also contributes to the proliferation of geo-Weibo groups. These groups illustrate 
that the political sentiment that once peaked in the resistance movement has now become part of 
the social routine integrated into people’s everyday lives. As the sense of locality is accumulated 
through online interaction, these sentiments will re-emerge in a collective fashion when a new 
dispute takes place. The next chapter will show how the resistance identity that was manifested 
during the pro-Cantonese protest was sustained over time on Weibo. In particular, how Weibo 
rendered the technical support to prolong the momentum of Guangzhou’s geo-identity. It will 
focus on a Weibo community. 
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Chapter 5  
Remaking Guangzhou 
Place-making on Sina Weibo 
 
Even though new social media services like Sina Weibo seem to have empowered citizens to 
challenge state authority in China, critics argue that victories are momentary and that the 
technology has so far failed to deliver structural reform and ongoing engagement by the 
citizenry; however, the Chinese government has used the Internet for its own advantage (The 
Economist, 2013; Sullivan 2014). Current scholarly works mainly focus on Weibo’s role in state–
public contentions (Sullivan, 2012; Sukosed and Fu, 2014; Tong and Zuo, 2013; Hang and Sun, 
2014); fewer works, consider sustainability; that is, how political engagement from below is 
sustained over time. What happens when there is no major social or political controversy? What 
do people do on Weibo?  
 
As a continuation from the previous chapter, this chapter considers how resistance politics 
sustains its momentum over time on Weibo, even when there are no obvious controversial events 
taking place. Since Guangzhou’s geo-identity is characterised as one of resistance as stated in the 
previous chapter, which emerged as a critical response to defend Guangzhou’s subjectivity 
against the Central Government’s cultural homogenisation policies, this chapter examines how 
Guangzhou’s geo-identity is sustained on Weibo. The term geo-identity refers to people’s sense 
of self and their sense of belonging; therefore, this chapter focuses on the elements that bind 
people together and maintain their collective resistance on a daily basis. Through studying the 
online representation of a Guangzhou Weibo group, I argue that Weibo politics not only take 
place during contentious events, but are also maintained within the realm of everyday life.  
 
The chapter will first consider the concept of place-making in relation to Guangzhou and 
Weibo. Weibo’s role in presenting Guangzhou’s geo-identity is not only restricted to time of 
major public incidents, where controversy and contention take place, but Weibo groups facilitate 
the formation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity on a daily basis. The second section introduces the 
study method, collecting posts made by a Guangzhou’s Weibo group (weiqun) – ‘Eat Drink Play 
Fun in Guangzhou’ (EDPF) – over a period of twelve months. The data provides nuances and 
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insights about the Guangzhou people’s ongoing political engagement and practice. The last 
section will conclude with major findings, and will argue that Weibo is constantly reconfiguring 
Guangzhou’s geo-identity in relation to broader regional and national identities in China. 
 
1. Place-making and EDPF in GZ 
1.1 Place-making and Weibo 
While place is grounded in a fixed physical location that contains certain specifications (Agnew, 
2011), it is a complex construction of human histories, social meanings and personal and 
interpersonal relations, which constitute the experience and collective memories among those 
living there (Kahn, 1996; L. Ma 2003). The formation of geo-identity, however, does not merely 
rely on the understanding of some internalised histories there; the sense of self is often derived 
through our interactions with the “outside” (Massey, 1994: 169). People’s experience of a place 
is therefore, appeared to be a combined understanding about the rootedness of social relations 
and natural landscape there as well as their experience in dealing with the outside world. Since 
the meanings and experiences of a place are not fixed but in a state of flux; people’s sense of self 
and belonging with the place also undergo constant re-imaginations and re-negotiations (Sen and 
Silverman, 2014). This relates to the activities of place-making. Place-making uses the process of 
marking out a place to make sense of the world, to construct a sense of self and a sense of 
belonging. Feutchwang (2012, p.10) defines place-making as ‘the centering and marking of a 
place by the actions and constructions of people tracing salient parts of their daily lives as a 
homing point in their trajectories’. Sen and Silverman (2013, p. 3) state that ‘it is only through 
our consciousness actions, and interactions that the physical landscape is brought into existence’. 
But Casey (1996, p. 19) sees it differently because the process of place-making does not have to 
be ‘intentional’, rather, the body is always ‘placing’, that ‘our sensing body, reflects the kinds of 
places we inhabit’. Casey further stresses that, place is always there, it is the most primary unit 
for social construction because ‘our own lived body’ makes place (p. 21).  
 
The formation of a place is in fact an ongoing deliberative process between the conscious 
and the unconscious. Place-making is constituted by the natural, unintentional embodiment of a 
human being and its conscious constructions. I see unconsciousness as an internal process of 
recognition and identification of place. For example, a child’s learning of the traditional rituals, 
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lifestyle and social practices, is a natural process of self-identification. As mentioned in Chapter 
2, for Guangdong this is the natural costal landscape that defines migration and the sea culture in 
the region. A local Guangzhou author, Ye Shuming (2005), starts his book You Actually Do not 
Understand Guangdong People (Qishi Ni Budong Guangdong Ren) by introducing the region’s 
‘shui tu’ (water and soil), which define and characterise the everyday habits, lifestyle and ritual 
practices in the region. Ye’s argument is the same as Casey’s, in that the embodiment is given 
and born. Ye further argues that the natural landscape is so powerful that even new settlers 
(migrants) have to adapt to it, as the climate and natural surrounding is not going to seek 
compromises for the body. I see this as an internal process of embodiment, and the process of 
recognising this, is a core component of place-making. 
 
The sense of a place and the embodiment with the landscape and natural surrounding is 
also defined by the broader social and cultural transformation. Firstly, the geographic landscape 
and its position on the map give a basis for Guangzhou’s different political values and 
perceptions. David Faure (2007, p. 17) points out that, historically, Guangzhou has been 
perceived as arising ‘in the middle of nowhere’. The distance between Guangzhou and the 
political centre at the north, has seen it even deny one of the mightiest military powers ever, the 
Qin Dynasty (221 – 206 B.C.), to fully conquer and penetrate the region. Instead, a local 
kingdom, the Nan Yue, was founded at the time of Qin’s greatest prosperity (221 B.C.). Faure 
further points out that ‘a relief on a bronze vessel found in the tomb of the last of the Nan Yue 
kings in the city well illustrates that they were not northerners’. The way of life, ritual practices 
(see Charlotte Ikels, 2004, for Guangzhou’s ritual of remembering ancestors) and economic 
activities, which are given by the natural landscape, define a strong sense of local difference 
from northerners. In contemporary China, these geographic features were seen as advantages for 
the Guangzhou region to become the test-bed for China’s economic reforms. These experiential 
dimensions contribute to the negotiation and reconstruction of one’s embodiment with the place. 
This indicates that the internal process of place-recognition is not static, but dynamic in 
accordance to contextual changes. Sen and Silvermann (2013, p. 5) propose the term ‘embodied 
placemaking’ to capture the human element of the place-making process. The focus on human 
factors instead of on the natural landscape brings out the ‘conscious and intentional dimension’ 
of place-making as a construction for a specific purpose. 
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This brings us back to the earlier discussion about ‘strategic communication’, that identity 
is strategically communicated. However, before discussing the strategic aspect of place-making, 
we have to first consider the need for place-making and in particular, the need to use Weibo to 
(re)make a place. Guangzhou, as demonstrated throughout the previous two chapters, is a place 
with its own distinctive identity, yet it is also in constant struggle with a central government that 
is keen to make Guangzhou a placeless place, making it as no more than an administrative node 
for the CCP’s power network across China. However, Guangzhou faces some contradictions. 
One the one hand, as a Chinese city, Guangzhou is inevitably integrated within the overall 
national economy, political structure and social conditions (such as the One Child Policy and 
population movements of millions of migrant workers). For example, Guangzhou’s Internet is 
inherently part of the PRC’s network and, just like the rest of China, global services such as 
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube are inaccessible. National policy, infrastructure and social 
transformation configure Guangzhou as a place of the PRC. On the other hand, Guangzhou’s 
proximity with Hong Kong continues to configure the city as a different place, one that is not 
only culturally different from the rest of China, but, at least to certain extent, ideologically as 
well. The need for place-making in Guangzhou is a negotiation between the two, to configure a 
sense of place that bridges the past and the present, one that is able to address the transformative 
experience of Guangzhou during the course of economic reform.  
 
Further, the concept of place embodiment and place-making must consider the dimension 
of communication technology. There are different layers of questions: how the given natural 
landscape shapes the body – who is the user of the technology – and how the body uses Weibo to 
engage with the place. Traditionally, place-making is done through literature, tales and myths, 
music and dance, and social rituals that are performed routinely, either in public or private 
spheres. Again, even the most mundane practices can sometimes be deemed to be outside the 
collective national agenda. Speaking Cantonese in Guangzhou is such an example. Place-making 
in such a context is therefore a counter cultural practice. Precisely because of this, the practice of 
place-making did not naturally transfer to a virtual sphere through technological development, 
but because political intervention restricted the physical spaces of some place-making activities 
and forced these practices online. For example, the Guangzhou government’s decision to outlaw 
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the pro-Cantonese protest forced the place-making activity of speaking Cantonese to go online. 
In other words, the term ‘digital place-making’ does not merely refer to a new site that hosts 
these culturally defined practices; it also refers to the idea of technology affordances, which 
constrain and enable the material possibilities of technology in general (Gaver, 1991) and media 
in particular (Horst, Hjorth and Tacchi, 2012). Digital place-making is a notion that stresses the 
dialectic relations between humans (both as media users and as geographic residents/citizens) 
and communication technologies (both as communicative platforms and as the agents of 
commercial and political structures). The sense of a place-based identity, then, is constructed, 
negotiated and interrogated within this web of power relations.  
 
This is why the process of place-making is inherently a process of strategic 
communication. It is conditioned by both the external and internal factors that a strategic 
communication is both a reflection of the self and a reflection of how a self is going to respond 
to broader changes. As mentioned above, the natural landscape and its associated ritual practices 
and social values are inherently the internal source of identification. External-wise, apart from 
the economic reforms, the most relevant context has been Guangzhou’s tensions with the Central 
Government over the tuipu policy. Guangzhou’s rejection of efforts to make it a ‘placeless place’ 
defined the strategy needed to communication a local identity.  
 
The meaning of a place is expressed in the embodiment of place and person, between 
cultural rituals and landscape, and social practices and social conditions. A place’s transformative 
experience and its habitat, humanities and historical features trigger people’s memories of lives 
and knowledge of the past, and forms anticipated trajectories into the future. Place-making is a 
process of identification and the construction of unity; it helps to transform the individual self 
into a collective us. Place-making on Weibo is, then, an act of self-defence and resistance that 
reveals the asymmetric power relationship. At the same time, the practices of digital place-
making also illustrates forces of the market, trans-border cultural flows and inter-cultural 
experience in shaping Guangzhou people’s sense of self and belonging. Therefore, the process of 
place-making on Weibo is a complex dialectical one between the human society and platform’s 
materialities, which are both constituted by the greater political, economic and cultural structures 
over time. 
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A Weibo group (weiqun) is an online community formed by individuals who share 
common interests and concerns. Weibo first launched this service in 2010, and has a separate 
website for its weiquns (http://q.weibo.com/). According to the homepage, as accessed on 6 
August 2014, there are more than one million weiqun and 63 million users have joined these 
services. In addition, there are about 6,716 celebrities (ming xing) using weiqun. The emphasis 
on ‘celebrities’ reminds us of the political economy of Weibo, as discussed in Chapter 3 – in 
particular, those considerations about Weibo data as the means to connect the platform, users and 
advertisers (van Dijck and Poell, 2013). From a critical political economy perspective, Weibo 
groups can be seen as a storehouse of personal data that can be used for commercial activities, 
such as customisation functions that enable targeted marketing practices (van Dijck and Poell, 
2013). Since all Weibo users must indicate their ‘place of residence’ when they first created their 
Weibo account, Weibo’s algorithm can then automate the customisation function  to 
recommended a list of city groups based on the user’s ‘place of resident’. While I recognise the 
political economy dimension of Weibo groups, they also reflect the sociality aspect of 
Guangzhou. Guangzhou’s Weibo groups illustrate Guangzhou people’s embodiment process with 
the city through the symbolic interactions on Weibo. For example, these groups provide news 
and information about living in Guangzhou, and the genre of their contents is mainly leisure and 
entertainment. This embodiment process indicates that the commodification of culture would not 
prevent the formation of a political subject in China. Since he process of consumption constitutes 
people’s daily lives, a Weibo city group then provides an excellent site to capture the political 
process in a quotidian way. 
 
There is no official figure on the number of city Weibo groups in Guangzhou. Through my 
own Weibo account, I have come across 16 of these Guangzhou-focused Weibo groups. These 
groups tend to share news and information about Guangzhou and provide guidance and advice to 
their followers who live in the city. For example, traffic conditions, weather, and policy-related 
news are among some of the most discussed topics in these groups. EDPF 
(http://www.weibo.com/gzlifes) is the largest group in terms of number of followers (1,185,442 
followers as by August 2014). EDPF positions itself with the younger, low-end middle-class 
demographic in Guangzhou, who are either new graduates or university students. EDPF’s profile 
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page locates it in Guangzhou (residential location), in a heterosexual relationship, with a birthday 
on 14 February 1990. The year 1990 positions it right in the middle of China’s One Child 
generation (generations that are born between 1980 – present). Weibo accounts also have ‘harsh 
tags’ that individual account can choose to best represent the identity of the account owner. 
EDPF has ten harsh tags: GZ part time, GZ stories, GZ news, GZ (city), GZ food, food 
recommendation, GZ restaurants, catering recommendation, GZ life and news sharing in GZ. 
These groups also commit to providing local affairs, news and information to Guangzhouers.  
 
Just like its global SNS counterparts, connectedness is a critical dimension of Weibo. 
Weibo’s networking function, such as ‘Accounts that we both have followed’, and ‘My followers 
have also followed’ sections, indicate the mutual-following and mutual-promotion practices 
between city groups and their followers. For example, EDPF has followed ‘Guangzhou local 
group’, ‘Things that even Guangzhouers do not know’, ‘Bargain at Guangzhou’, and ‘Eat 
Around Guangzhou’. It seems like the inter-group relationship is not competitive in nature. 
Instead, they attempt to formulate a network of identity. Weibo’s algorithmic networking 
function helps its users to recognise the online presence of their geo-identity and to develop a 
sense of belonging to the city.  
 
2. Method and findings 
2.1 Sample 
The unit of measurement for this case study is a single post generated by the EDPF. This case 
study does not consider the messages generated by individual Weibo users because it is primarily 
interested in how EDPF as an online community produces a Guangzhou identity. EDPF posts 
were collected over a period of twelve months, from 1 July 2012 to 30 July 2013. EDPF was first 
launched (according to its ‘welcome’ post) on 20 July 2012. A total of 7,355 posts were retrieved. 
The method of systematic sampling was used, with 95 per cent confidence level and +/- 3 per 
cent confidence interval, a sample of 968 was drawn (every 8th post was sampled). As this case 
study was only interests in those posts produced by EDPF, unlike other Weibo studies that 
collected Weibo users’ comments (such as Wang, 2013; Shi and Chen, 2014), the data set did not 
contain any commercial spam, duplicated posts or pure emotional stickers posts. In order to 
examine how EDPF construct a Guangzhou identity, two questions were generated for coding: 
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SRQ1. How does EDPF present Guangzhou’s city space and social culture on Weibo? SRQ2. 
How does such a process of identification enact participation and communication on social, 
economic and political issues? SRQ1 guided the coding schema and SRQ 2 guided the analysis. 
The categories, as shown in Table 3, highlight the act of digital place-making by EDPF, as each 
category represents a different aspect of Guangzhou’s city space and social culture. Posts in the 
sample fell into 10 categories as listed in Table 3 below.  
 
2.2 Coding 
A coding schema was developed based on SRQ 1 and focused on the reinvention of a local 
Guangzhou identity. The sample was coded manually in accordance with the content of the post. 
Unlike the coding process for the pro-Cantonese protest, the content categorisation for EDPF 
was quite simple and straight forward as I only consider the actual theme of each post. Since I 
am not looking at how EDPF responds to a specific incident, I did not need to determine the 
nature of the post in relation to any particular event. Table 3 provides selective examples in each 
of the categories. The subjects of the posts were divided into eleven groups, as shown in Table 3 
below. 
 
Category/label Count Examples 
1. Food 202 ‘This restaurant at Guangzhou’s old town 
district serves traditional Cantonese dim 
sum, many seniors and college students do 
yum cha there. Only costs ¥15-20 per 
person’. 
2. City Experience 71 ‘Guangzhou is such an interesting place, you 
might complain about it all the time; yet, 
you will allow others to complain about it 
and never want to leave this place your 
whole life’.  
3. Leisure, event and tourism 
(LET) 
127 ‘The yellow rubber duck has come to Hong 
Kong! Let’s go check it out’. 
4. Cantonese (language) 24 ‘Cantonese is so important for our younger 
generations’.  
5. Social issues 58 ‘Sexual harassment takes place on public 
transport all the time. Please be wary of 
people who do this kind of thing’.  
6. Disadvantaged groups 39 ‘This poor child has been missing for 
several days now; please spread the message 
and report to the police if you have any 
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information’. 
7. Popular culture/celebrity 51 ‘Who is your favour TVB actress’?  
8. Human interest 141 ‘Guangzhou metro system was suspended 
due to smoke from an unknown source… 
four passengers were hospitalised’.  
9. Funny/jokes 42 Funny pictures  
10. Expression 35 ‘How was your first love?’  
11. Lifestyle advice 178 ‘A cold change is arriving in Guangzhou, 
please prepare yourself with appropriate 
clothing and take care.  
 n=968  
      Table 3 Categories for EDPF’s posts 
 
SRQ2 led the coding and data analysis phase and comprises of two parts. The first part concerns 
the content of each post and makes reference, from the content, to the context. This research 
method has been used in Tong and Zuo’s (2013) study of Weibo and mass incidents in China. 
This method is useful for locating the content of the Weibo post within a broader social and 
economic context. While the categories in Table 3 highlight different aspects of Guangzhou 
(such as food, events and media consumption), there are important discourses behind the framing 
of each category (the way EDPF presents Guangzhou and leads the discussion on Weibo). The 
second half of this chapter looks at the textual representation of each post and relates them to 
Weibo’s technical functions. This method helped the analysis to focus on the interaction between 
Weibo’s technical functions and pre-existing social cultural resources. This allowed the analysis 
to consider the geo-identity dimension and locate the discussion of geo-identity politics within 
the broader social economic conditions in China. 
 
3. Discussions  
As people’s experience of a place is derived through their combined understanding of the social 
culture and natural environment there and their experience in dealing with outsiders, I examined 
how EDPF presented these two types of experience. I argue that EDPF ‘remade’ Guangzhou by 
presenting it as a place that is different from the rest of China. EDPF achieved this by linking 
Guangzhou’s traditional culture with the immediate social conditions with the help of Weibo’s 
technical functions, by bridging Guangzhou’s media preference with Hong Kong’s media and 
cultural, and hence, by contrasting Guangzhou’s mode developed living conditions with those 
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‘less-developed’ places in other parts of China, to construct and to represent Guangzhou’s geo-
identity on a daily basis. 
 
3.1 The ‘everyday’ Guangzhou 
Firstly, EDPF constructs a sense of solidarity and unity through recollecting the people’s 
collective memory of the city and their common knowledge about the traditional and natural 
attributes there. Just like during the pro-Cantonese protest, EDPF posted in Cantonese expression 
rather than the official Mandarin expression. I do not need to go through the political sentiment 
again here but it illustrates that EDPF’s use of Cantonese is not only an attempt to display 
Guangzhou’s cultural uniqueness but also an effort to sustain the protest momentum and 
subversive discourse since 2010.  
 
However, EDPF goes beyond the practice of Cantonese to maintain Guangzhouers’ sense 
of solidarity on a daily basis. In the Food and the Leisure, Events and Tourism (LET) categories, 
for example, the majority of EDPF’s posts are significantly local. In the Food category, only 5 
out of 202 posts mentioned a waisheng (Chinese regions that are outside of Guangdong) cuisine; 
the majority of the posts focus on the local Cantonese cuisine. In the LET category, less than 10 
out of 127 posts recommend a waisheng tourism destination, and the rest recommended 
destinations that are either nearby Guangzhou (such as Hong Kong and Macau), or inside 
Guangzhou. Local and tradition in fact frames a sense of displacement. Not only is Guangzhou’s 
demography increasingly non-local because of population movements of new settlers for 
economic and employment reasons, but the rapid process of urbanisation also bears witness to 
the demise of traditional places (buildings and streets) and activities (small local vendors and 
shops).  
 
Digital place-making helps to re-collect some of people’s lost memories and ritual 
practices through Weibo’s visualisation functions. Visual images or audio materials are attached 
to nearly all of the 968 samples collected for this case study. Visual materials set the locative 
boundary of identity and helps in making identity visible and tangible (to the younger 
generations in particular). For example, EDPF’s posts about food and heritage buildings rely 
heavily on visual displays, as they provide concrete visualisation of what is traditional, what a 
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Cantonese dim sum’ looks like and which buildings have post-colonial aesthetics in Guangzhou. 
Solidarity is manifested through Weibo users’ consumption of these visualisations.  
 
There is another layer of significance about the terms ‘local’ and ‘traditional’ as EDPF 
makes them a metaphor for financial affordability. EDPF guides its addressees, Guangzhou’s 
low-end middle class youth who are coping with studies, employment and living pressures in 
general, through the content of food, leisure and entertainment. Posts about the local cuisines 
rarely mention dishes from premium restaurants or five star hotels; instead, they emphasise 
bargains and budgets. The same goes for leisure and entertainment choices, where most of the 
mentioned tourist destinations and events are relatively cheap (because of the short travel 
distances) or free. The implicit focus on these financial attributes highlights the daily struggles, 
emotions and living experiences in Guangzhou during its economic restructuring. From 2010 to 
2011, the price of food experienced severe inflation. The prices of rice (up 11.2%), meat and 
poultry (up 15.7%), and fish (up 14.1%), which constitute basic everyday living, all went up. The 
place-making process offers a solution to providing an immediate life trajectory to address daily 
necessity (food) and personal desire (leisure and entertainment).  
 
The everyday framing in the Food and LET categories therefore reinvents a Guangzhou 
identity that addresses the socioeconomic situation, such as (hyper-) inflation, wages and 
unemployment issues. Guangzhou’s geo-identity is sustained over time not because it continues 
to re-create a sense of living together, as during the pro-Cantonese protest, but because EDPF has 
materialised the abstract sense of identity as local culture and lends a hand in tackling financial 
burdens and the difficulties faced by many Guangzhouers. Guangzhou’s unique social markers – 
food, attractions and landscapes – are not the manifestation of the ‘great Cantonese tradition’, but 
they capture the immediate living experience and offer remedies (solutions) to deal with the 
situation. A ‘solution frame’ has, therefore, emerged by converging locality with affordability, to 
indicate the inexpensive and practical ways to address daily necessity (food) and personal desire 
(leisure and entertainment).  
 
3.2 Hong Kong as the ‘bridge’ 
The construction of place-identity relies on people’s ongoing interaction with the outside world. 
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The typing of Cantonese and the digital memories of traditional food and landscape illustrate 
Guangzhou’s interaction with China’s overall economic reform and political intervention. In 
extending Guangzhou’s different cultural subjectivity, Hong Kong is the main reference point. 
Guangzhou’s historical past and present culture is closely related to Hong Kong, its 
geographically and culturally related neighbour. Hong Kong and Guangzhou have close trading 
and cultural interactions. However, there is also a more profound implication of media 
preferences and choices. The cultural affiliation with Hong Kong is mainly reflected through the 
choice of media and popular culture consumption on EDPF. There were 78 posts in the sample 
containing news and information about Hong Kong, and most of them were found in the LET 
and Popular Culture categories. The video sharing function on Weibo, for example, allows the 
recollection of old Cantonese pops, or the trailer for new television dramas.  
 
The Hong Kong television drama series Triumph in the Skies II (June – July 2013), for 
example, was discussed in 10 different posts. The drama series is about the struggles and 
experiences of a group of young Hong Kong pilots in pursuit of their career goals. The series 
detailed their challenges in pilot training, coping with personal relationships, dealing with family 
and social pressures in contemporary Hong Kong. The discourse of upward looking 
individualism in a competitive job market speaks to the daily struggles of many young graduates 
in Guangzhou. A television production such as Triumph in the Skiers II provides functional 
advice to its audience for coping with their daily lives, and provides aspirational resources for 
those preparing for life and career. Online discussion topics included rumours surrounding the 
lead characters, the audiences’ prediction of endings, sharing the theme song, and a diagram that 
illustrated the complex romance and personal relationships of the main characters. On average, 
each of these posts was reposted more than 200 times and received more than 100 replies.  
 
The popular engagement of Triumph in the Skies II contrasted with a national blockbuster 
at the time, Lost in Thailand (December 2012). The film was arguably the most successful 
indigenous production in Chinese film industry, with gross earnings of over US$200 million 
(China’s domestic market) in seven weeks (Hunt, 2013). It attracted global attention. The film, 
however, was only mentioned once in the sample (65 Replies and 175 Reposts), and twice in the 
overall data. This does not indicate that Guangzhouers were disinterest in Lost in Thailand, but 
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the data indicate that, firstly, the scale of production is irrelevant to the emergence of a media 
culture at a local level, and, secondly, that Hong Kong popular culture constitutes an important 
part of Guangzhouers’ daily conversation and lives while national productions remain as 
momentary media sensation and celebration. 
 
There is also a more profound implication of Guangzhouers’ media preferences. Hong 
Kong’s media is not only preferred because of the close trading and cultural interactions between 
the two places throughout the years, but because Hong Kong serves as a bridge that connects the 
past and the present for Guangzhouers. In contrast to the lack of attention to a national 
production, Hong Kong’s prominent presence indicates a Guangzhou identity that is driven by a 
sense of cultural belonging (the Cantonese culture) rather than a sense of belonging to the nation 
(China). Although authors such as Fung and Ma (2003; Ma, 2012) conceptualise Hong Kong as 
the ‘window to modernity’ for Guangzhouers since the 1980s, EDPF uses Hong Kong to bridge 
Guangzhou’s past and present and develop a sense of continuity. Guangzhouers no longer use 
Hong Kong to aspire to a new and modern lifestyle, this is partly due to Guangzhou’s own 
economic prosperity and increasingly open borders between the two places (Ma, 2011); but they 
continue to refer to Hong Kong’s liberal social culture and political system to construct a future 
trajectory for themselves.  
 
Hong Kong’s Cantonese media culture continues to remind Guangzhouers of their 
Cantonese identity. Hong Kong culture is not merely a preference; Hong Kong differentiates 
Guangzhou. A post (30/3/2013, reposted 101 times) that talks about childhood, for example, 
read, ‘such a wonderful childhood with TVB’17. Another one (25/2/2013, reposted 241 times) 
extends the idea and listed 60 reasons for loving Guangzhou. The top three reasons were 1. close 
to Hong Kong; 2. far away from Beijing; and 3. Guangzhou has the most outspoken media in 
China. By focusing on Guangzhou’s subversive (media) culture and its proximity to a liberal 
society rather than to the centre of an authoritarian system, EDPF and its users use Hong Kong to 
generate a ‘liberal frame’ that define Guangzhou’s distinctive experience. The liberal frame 
differentiates Guangzhou from the CCP’s political structure and encourages subversive social 
                                               
17 Television Broadcasts Limited (TVB) is the second largest, free-to-air, commercial television station in Hong 
Kong. Most of the Hong Kong films and television programs that Guangzhou consumes are produced by TVB.   
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sentiments from below. Hong Kong is not merely used to frame a longing of a better material life 
but it is used to frame the desires for a more open, diverse and liberal political and social 
environment. The liberal frame speaks directly to the social discontent and resistance sentiment 
during the pro-Cantonese protest, and in particular emphasises Guangzhouers’ rejection of 
homogenisation by the CCP. 
 
These posts show an organisation of a political self and the construction of a community 
through the process of cultural consumption. As Fung and Ma (2002, p.76) note, Guangzhou 
audiences have learned about values ‘such as individualism, consumerism, and sceptical of 
authority’ through their consumption of Hong Kong’s television dramas. Hong Kong bridges 
mundane media consumption and cultural practices in Guangzhou with relatively liberal civic 
values. Hong Kong’s media culture not only recollects Guangzhou’s unique economic role 
during China’s economic reform, but, more importantly, it highlights Guangzhouers’ self-
perceived liberal and diverse social and political values, which contrast to the national agenda set 
by the CCP. This, again, frames Guangzhou as a place of resistance to political domination and 
ideological homogenisation. Hong Kong also helps Guangzhouers to construct an anticipated 
social trajectory for the future – to continue to defend its social liberty and diversity.  
 
The cultural preference therefore indicates a translocal nature of Guangzhou’s identity – 
not only geographically but in social values, too. Guangzhou’s identity leans outward, beyond 
mainland China,, rather than inward. This outward cultural preference is not merely about the 
aspirations toward an outside world, but it emphasises the differences between Guangzhou and 
the rest of China – it ultimately rejects the government’s attempt to make Guangzhou a placeless 
place.  
  
3.3 The devastating ‘Waisheng’ 
A Guangzhou place is constantly re-made by comparing itself to other regions in China. 
Although waisheng is absent in the LET and Popular Culture categories, waisheng has an 
obvious presence in the ‘Disadvantage groups’, ‘Human interests’ and ‘Funny/jokes’ categories. 
There are certain aspects of adversarial frames detected in these posts. However, terms like 
‘demonization’ and ‘villainisation’ are not appropriate for describing the content of these posts. 
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This is because EDPF mainly uses a ‘devastation frame’ to present waisheng and calls on 
Guangzhouers to have compassion for their inland compatriots. This online framing mainly 
refers to those reposted news stories all ontain some kind of negative attributes about the lives 
outside of Guangdong are poor, underdeveloped, chaotic and full of unfairness. This reflects 
Guangzhouer’s contradictory perceptions of others, and the framing of waisheng becomes a 
process for reflecting and negotiating the norms and moral obligation of the Guangzhou identity.  
 
Posts about waisheng often fall into the genre of news and current affairs. EDPF reposts 
news reports from the mainstream media in the ‘Disadvantaged group’ and ‘Human interests’ 
categories. Therefore, EDPF did not produce these posts as they have in other categories; it 
merely selects and reposts articles from news websites. Some of the news stories are serious 
current affairs (such as murders, disasters and corruption), and some are light-hearted news (such 
as funny or unusual incidents). There were 53 posts18 about waisheng in the abovementioned 
three categories. 44 were negative and 9 were positive. By negative, I mean the nature of the 
story. Table 4 shows the distribution of topics:  
 
Table 4 Framing outsiders by EDPF 
 
 
                                               
18 As the sampling period covers the Yaan Earthquake in the Sichuan Province (May 2013), the posts about the Yaan 
Earthquake are not included in the 53 posts.  
 
Negative News  Counts Positive News Counts 
Murder 4 Romance  2 
Sexual assault  4 Friendship  1 
Stupidity  4 Food  2 
Physical assault/violence  2 Animal welfare  1 
Corruption/injustice  6 Charity works  1 
Accidents  6 Social support  1 
Children (abandon/trafficking)  5 Police  1 
Violence (children)  3   
Animal Cruelty  3   
Crimes (non-manslaughter/murder) 2   
Poor behaviours  2   
Unusual stories  1   
Other Social issues  3   
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Topics of crime, assaults and animal cruelty emphasise the perceived attributes (by 
Guangzhouers) of waisheng people being violent and rude, and the social culture outside of 
Guangdong is more barbaric and uncivilised. Two posts (28/3/2013; 22/5/2013), for example, 
mentioned two separated fighting incidents in Wuhan’s (the capital city of Hubei Province) 
metro; another talked about a sexual harassment incident on Shanghai’s metro (10/7/2013). It is 
interesting that even though Shanghai is economically developed, EDPF still uses the same 
waisheng discourse when talking about social life there. This reflects the irrelevancy of class and 
economic status/power in the invention and negotiation of a Guangzhou identity, but that 
geographic culture and experience (the outward looking Guangzhou versus the inward looking 
inland regions) determines a sense of self and belonging. 
 
The framing of insecure and volatile inland regions, however, also leads to the framing of 
‘devastation’. While negative attributes contribute to an adversarial framing of waisheng people 
and the places they live in, these negative attributes also highlight the vulnerabilities of 
individuals, in particular, disadvantaged and vulnerable groups such as women, children, elderly 
people, people with disabilities, and animals. The devastation framing of waisheng is intriguing 
because EDPF seems to make a contrast between waisheng and Guangdong as if the two places 
were in two different worlds – the developed and the undeveloped. Devastation frame reinforces 
a distinctive Guangzhou identity in terms of socioeconomic wellbeing on the one hand, and 
civilised social culture on the other.  
 
By establishing Guangzhou’s developed status, the devastated frame seems to reinvent new 
social norms and moral obligations for Guangzhouers, especially for the youth. A post (11/10/12) 
for example, covered a story about a woman insulting a street cleaner by deliberately throwing 
rubbish onto the street in Chongqing (a multiplicity in western China). By emphasising the rude 
behaviour of the woman, this post also pointed out the powerlessness and helplessness of 
working classes in urban Chinese cities. The unequal power relationship between social classes, 
therefore, aims to first clarify the moral boundary between right and wrong, acceptable and 
unacceptable, to define the (moral) issue. It then provokes emotional attributes (anger and 
sympathy) among its readers and offers a ‘solution’ – do not treat street cleaners like this. ‘Street 
cleaner’ works metonymically as China’s migrant workers in urban capitals. There were 20 such 
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reflective posts in the Disadvantage group category. 
 
The devastation framing of waisheng reflects the contradictory perceptions of migrant 
workers in Guangzhou. They are still stereotypically perceived as dirty, with no manners and 
rude, but the frame also demands Guangzhouers to respect and accept them as equal Chinese 
citizens. It produces the norm that is in pursuit of social diversity and equality, and this norm also 
becomes the rule of being an acceptable Guangzhouer. I draw on the concept of scale-jumping 
(see Sun and Chio’s edited book, 2013) in Chinese media that refers to local media in China 
constantly trying to rescale itself (often making transition from local to regional, and even to 
national player) in order to survive China’s increasingly competitive media market. In this 
process, the geographically specific culture that the local media comes from, is enlarged to 
appeal to a greater scale of audiences, and breaks from its original geographic boundary.  
 
This is an insightful concept because it recognises the fluidity of a local place; hence, a 
local identity requires a constant referral to the outside world to generate the meaning of its own 
subjectivity. A local place not only passively defends itself from the flow of power and 
domination, but also actively puts forward its values and perceptions to the outside world. In the 
study of social movements and Weibo, Huang and Sun (2014) point to Weibo’s role in 
developing an inter-regional network alliance to expand its scope and course, and to make a local 
issue into a national agenda. The same logic is at work here, although presented in a quite 
different form. First, there is no major event to capture the national attention, but the issues, be 
they the welfare of migrant workers, child trafficking or some sort of social inequality, are 
ongoing problems of Chinese society. By linking them to the everyday online interaction at 
Guangzhou, EDPF is not merely locating the city within the broader national discourse, but it is 
also advocating a Guangzhou perspective in addressing national issues. Hence, it is reasonable to 
suggest that despite EDPF’s efforts in making Guangzhou different from the rest of China, 
because of its economic status and its cultural proximity with Hong Kong, EDPF is not 
attempting to detach Guangzhou from the rest of China. To the contrary, EDPF urges 
Guangzhouers to show more compassion to their compatriots who are living in those less 
developed and less wealthy regions. It is precisely because Guangzhou is both economically 
better developed and socially more enlightened than the rest of China that EDPF is stating that it 
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is Guangzhouers’ duty to take responsibility to address those national concerns. This is why 
EDPF needs to first up-scale local social values (on diversity and equality) to a national 
spectrum. 
  
4. Conclusion 
Digital place-making is not merely a technical alternative to construct and negotiate a geo-
identity, it is inherently political. The findings have clearly revealed that while place-making in 
general offers a concept for understanding the internationalisation process of resistance and to 
contextualise this process within the broader socioeconomic transformation in China; the notion 
of digital place-making specifically interrogates the different variables and forces that constitute 
Guangzhou’s political subjectivity. Hence, Weibo’s function here is far beyond expanding the 
reach and scope of news and information as it constantly construct and negotiate people’s sense 
of self and belonging to a local place.  
 
Chapter 4 focused on how a Guangzhou community was formed based on the act of 
resistance. At the time of the pro-Cantonese protest, the Guangzhou community protected and 
defended the Guangzhou way of life. This chapter, however, illustrates how the Guangzhou 
community has been sustained after the protest and how it has maintained the core values that 
emerged during its contention with the government, and how they have made them relevant to 
people’s everyday lives. A Weibo group like the EDPF in GZ provides the shared online space 
for its members to interact and communicate. More importantly, this shared space is supported 
by shared cultural resources and social supports (city-related news and information), and EDPF 
is enacting a sense of commonality that helps Guangzhouers to construct a sense of self and 
belonging. Moreover, these supports are practices that address issues such as economic hardship, 
employments, and even personal relationships. As the Chinese government retreats from areas 
such as education, health and employment, a geo-community has taken up the role of guiding its 
members on a daily basis. Hence, the shared cultural resources on EDPF are not merely about 
displaying Guangzhou’s cultural uniqueness and rich histories, but, rather, these cultural bonds 
are re-constructed through Guangzhouers’ current shared experiences (such as inflation) and 
memories (the traditional food and local attractions), to form an inner-group support.  
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Even though Weibo is constantly used to reiterate the bonding of a local community, it 
goes beyond the immediate geographic border of Guangzhou to engage inter-regional networks 
to establish cultural values and a social bond. The focus on Hong Kong television, for example, 
is an effort to enact a sense of cultural affiliation with a place that still cherishes its liberal social 
values and the norms of social equality. On the other hand, the perception of a more devastated 
and chaotic society outside of the Guangzhou region demands Guangzhouers’ to show a sense of 
duty to those individuals in lower social strata across China. Such a change of political self will 
be further discussed in the next chapter, but, broadly, it points to the desire of a local place to up-
scale its norms and values for exposure to broader national issues and concerns. In other words, 
it was EDPF’s attempt to attach Guangzhou’s local subject with China’s national concerns and 
agendas. 
 
While Weibo articulates the significance of local place in people’s everyday lives, the 
concept of place also suggests an alternative path for thinking about Weibo and politics. Instead 
of merely investigating events and controversies, local place provides insights into ongoing 
political practices and engagements in a seemingly apolitical manner. More importantly, EDPF’s 
posts incorporate a guidelines and expectation about how to be a proper Guangzhouer. These 
norms and values speak directly to the current social conditions faced by young Guangzhouers, 
who can rely on the developed network and resources in the community to manage their 
everyday lives. A critical approach to exploring the formation of geo-identity networks on Weibo 
can help to explore the formation of citizenry networks as places that contain the lives of people. 
Political communication on Weibo does not only take the forms of contention and deliberation 
through major social events, but politics is inherently an online practice of the everyday so it is 
always present. The next chapter considers what happens when such everydayness is disturbed 
and suspended by outside forces, and how Guangzhouers used Weibo to respond to and negotiate 
their citizen’s rights and responsibilities. 
 
 
  
Chapter 6 
In the name of nationalism – towards a project identity 
 
‘Diaoyu Islands are China’s, but Guangzhou is ours!’ 
(Diaoyu Dao shi Zhongguo de, er Guangzhou shi WoMen de!) 
 
In September 2012, the above phrase circulated on Guangzhou’s Internet and it soon 
become an online campaign to boycott the anti-Japan protest (referred to as ‘the protest’ 
hereafter), in order to protect Guangzhou from disorder and disruption. The territorial 
dispute between China and Japan over the Diaoyu Islands19 (the Senkaku Islands in 
Japanese) in September 2012 triggered nationwide protests. Guangzhou was one of the 
main protest sites. Thousands of people went to the city to launch their campaign against 
Japan, but the protest also brought disruption and disorder to the city and its residents’ 
daily lives. With nationally shared outrage, cyber nationalism was also exploited to draw 
attention to Guangzhou’s local identity.  
 
This chapter draws on China’s intellectual debates of the notions of guomin 
(nationals) and gongmin (citizen) to assess Weibo communication during the anti-Japan 
protest in September 2012. In doing so, I set to explore how Weibo has transformed the 
practices of identity and citizenship in Guangzhou. I refer to ‘citizenship’ here as the 
realisation of rights and the exercise of responsibilities to defend Guangzhou’s geo-
identity. The identification process and the exercise of citizenry practices are 
contextualised against the previous discussion about the spatial tension between local 
places and the central state in China. This case follows chronologically from the others 
and represents another episode that intensified a sense of locality in Guangzhou. 
 
The anti-Japan protest in 2012 is worth noting because it illustrates how Weibo 
facilitates the tension and power redistribution between space and place in China. The 
case illustrates that online politics is not merely a result of class struggles and grievances, 
                                               
19 Since the thesis’ focus is on China, I will use the Chinese term ‘Diayu Islands’ instead of the Japanese 
term ‘Senkaku Islands’.  
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but that it is also a matter of scale – a nationwide discourse and movement in the name of 
nationalism was imposed on the local place of Guangzhou and the city’s routines were 
suspended and disrupted. The issue of controversy was about the ownership of people’s 
living place and, therefore, the individuals’ sense of right and duty in relation to their geo-
identity. In order to explore these questions, the next section briefly introduces the case, 
and highlights the relevant literature on cyber-nationalism in China. I pay particular 
attention to the notion of ‘guomin’ (nationalists), the kind of citizenship that exists in 
China – how such a notion differs and even contradicts with the more common, Western 
ideal of citizenship. I argue that geo-identity politics needs to be understood within the 
tension between guomin and gongmin. The notion of guomin, which emphasises one’s 
service to, and sacrifice for, the nation state, does not warrant the kind of stable and 
persistent identity for Guangzhouers. Guangzhouers must seek to transform the notion of 
citizenship in China from guomin to gongmin to sustain their local subjectivity. The effort 
here is not merely to prolong Guangzhou’s resistance and defensive discourses, instead, 
through opposing the anti-Japan demonstrations, Guangzhouers were proposing a new 
way to imagine the nation. The third section details the method and data collection 
processes. The fourth section presents major findings and discussions of this case study.  
 
1. The anti-Japan protests 
China and Japan have a long history of diplomatic dispute over the maritime sovereignty 
of the Diaoyu Islands off Taiwan. A series of incidents in 2012, including Japan’s 
intention to purchase the Islands in July 2012 (Takenaka and Wees, 2012), and several 
Hong Kong activists who landed on Diaoyu Islands were detained by Japanese coast 
guards on 15 August (Hirokawa, 2012), have escalated the tension. After the incident 
involving Hong Kong activists, Chinese Internet users mobilised an anti-Japan 
demonstration and a boycott of Japanese products across major cities in China (BBC, 
2012). On 11 September, the Japanese government issued a formal statement claiming its 
acquisition of three of the islands in the region (Chief Cabinet Secretary of Japan, 2012). 
The timing, however, collided with the anniversary of the Mukden Incident – Japan’s 
conquest of part of northeast China in 1931, which began its invasion of China. The date. 
18 September (China refers it as ‘the 9.18 incident’), remains emotionally charged to 
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many Chinese as it represents one of the darkest periods of the country’s history. In the 
wake of the anniversary, Internet users in China called for street demonstrations. On 15 
September, at least 28 major Chinese cities (including Hong Kong) hosted street 
demonstrations, with more than 60,000 participants nationwide (BBC Chinese, 2012). 
The anti-Japan sentiment spread abroad; some U.S. cities, such as the Chinese 
concentrated Los Angeles, also hosted demonstrations (Li and Wang, 2012).  
 
Weibo played a central role in expanding the scope of the protest to allow greater 
and more diverse participation in the national debate. As reported by BBC Chinese 
(2012), online posts calling for a street demonstration went viral and major online forums 
circulated anti-Japan posters to gather support. Weibo was the main tool for this during 
the protest. Many people posted images and videos from the protest sites across China 
and these images became the critical source for many Chinese to witness and experience 
the events (Huang, 2012). The role of Weibo in covering this event contrasted with the 
lack of information and coverage from mainstream media in China – few photos and 
reports from the protest scenes were published by major newspapers (Huang, 2012). 
Moreover, Weibo fosters public engagement of the event, as a rather diverse range of 
opinions were expressed in relation to the protest and the diplomatic crisis between China 
and Japan.  
 
Although the protests in China were initially peaceful, they later turned violent as 
some protesters allegedly committed violent acts, including smashing a Japanese-brand 
car, shop windows and even stealing properties from Japanese-branded shops. Major 
business districts across Chinese cities became paralysed due to the protest and the 
damage to property (Spegele, 2012). A Toyota sales outlet in the coastal city of Qingdao 
was set on fire (Spegele, 2012) and Panasonic closed its three factories in China after one 
of its factories was set on fire (Voigt, 2012). In Guangzhou, the luxury, heritage Garden 
Hotel was damaged by protesters because it hosted the Japanese consulate (Spegele and 
Nakamichi, 2012). Protesters in Guangzhou threw rocks to the hotel and smashed 
windows in the complex (The Asashi Shimbun, 2012).  
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The anti-Japan protest turned violent as some protesters vented their anger about 
the lack of jobs by damaging Japanese-related property and goods and products (shops 
and cars in particular). The Garden Hotel incident divided protesters at the scene; some 
students demanded other protesters remain calm and be rational, and they were in turn 
accused of being traitors and Japanese spies (Lam, 2012). The news about the Garden 
Hotel circulated on Guangzhou’s Weibo. A key word search of ‘Garden hotel’ (Huayuan 
Jiudian) generated more than 169,000 Weibo posts from Guangzhou (with location filter) 
on the date of the incident (16 September 2014) (search done on 24 February 2014). More 
than 123,000 of the 169,000 Weibo posts attached a visual image (either a photo taken by 
themselves or an image they had collected from other sources) to prove the chaotic 
scenes, as well as condemning those who had committed the violence.  
 
Weibo therefore played a critical role in mediating the incident and making it 
visible to the Guangzhou public. The news and visual images from the hotel scene were 
the main information resource for many Guangzhou people to make sense of the incident 
and to realise the geographic proximity of a nationalism movement in people’s everyday 
life. Weibo, as the most popular form of SNS at the time, brought a major media event to 
the daily lives in the city of Guangzhou. This, however, was not the kind of media event 
that is defined by Dayan and Katz (1994). Weibo fosters the making of a new media 
event. Not only did the event itself become visible via the new communication platform, 
but it also unfolded according to fragmented online sentiments rather than through 
systematic crafting.  
 
The Garden Hotel incident illustrates the conflict between local and national over 
their claim of ownership of the geographic space of Guangzhou. Although anti-Japan was 
a nationwide movement, the national anger, at least in this case, suspended the city’s daily 
routines and the protest caused damage to an important cultural attribute of Guangzhou – 
the Garden Hotel – one of the earliest five-star hotels in China, one that symbolises 
Guangzhou’s social and economic transformation, as well as the Pearl River Delta 
region’s leading role in launching China economic reform since 1978. As reflected 
through Weibo posts from Guangzhou, the destruction of property was perceived as both 
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a violation of Guangzhouers’ ownership rights to their city and expressing disrespect to 
Guangzhou’s historical past.  
 
The escalation of the protest in Guangzhou and other Chinese cities later led to the 
Chinese authorities’ crackdown on demonstrations. Protests were banned in Xi’an, an 
inner western city on 17 September, and military troops were employed to provide round-
the-clock protection to Japanese consulates and embassy in Shanghai and Beijing. Arrests 
were made across major protest sites. In Guangzhou, at least 18 people were detained for 
their involvement in violent incidents (Xinhua English, 2012). This news was later 
confirmed by Guangzhou police via its official Weibo account. According to the Weibo 
post, a few individuals broke through the police barricades in front of the hotel and 
damaged property in the shops on level two of the hotel, and also damaged Japanese 
brand cars. Social media were also employed to deflate the anti-Japan sentiments. Local 
police departments used Weibo to warn against street demonstrations and violent acts 
against Japanese property. Guangzhou police used its official Weibo account20 to call for 
calmness and rationality: 
 
Love our nation, love our home, love our Guangzhou! Because we are deeply 
in love with this land, and we are deeply in love with our compatriots, we 
therefore, condemn all violent acts in the strongest possible terms. We should 
firmly trust the leadership of the Party and the People’s Congress and we are 
fully confident and determined to defend the sovereignty of our national 
territories!’ (10:25, 16/09/2012).  
 
There were twelve other similar posts published by the Guangzhou police in the morning 
(before 12pm) of 16 September. The protest gradually eased off after 18 September.  
 
Weibo’s virtual space provided an important platform for Guangzhouers to, firstly, 
make sense of the incident, to learn about the fact that their daily lives were temporarily 
and unexpectedly suspended and their properties were under threat; secondly, to resist 
                                               
20 http://weibo.com/gzjd, accessed on 21 August 2014.  
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such interruption and to defend their ownership of their city; and thirdly, to propose a new 
understanding about the nation and, hence, nationalism. Such a re-narration of nation and 
nationalism aims to uphold China’s territorial sovereignty on the one hand and protects 
Guangzhou’s local interest on the other. This is progression towards project identity, 
because Guangzhouers were not merely resisting the nation state; but were trying to 
change the nation state’s values by inserting Guangzhou’s local perspective. With these 
concerns in mind, the next section explains the methods of data collection and framing.  
 
2. Nationalism and the notion of guomin in China 
Nationalism is an important dimension in Chinese politics. The development of the 
Internet has accelerated the speed and scope of information transmission and sharing so 
much so that it has become a brewing ground for popular nationalism in recent years 
(Yang, 2009). In fact, the early popularisation of the Chinese Internet was triggered by a 
nationalism movement in 1999: the anti-NATO and U.S. bombing of Chinese embassy in 
Belgrade (Wu, 2007). The Internet has since become the site of nationalistic expressions. 
In 2005, more than 20 million Chinese signatures were collected on the Internet to oppose 
Japan’s bid to join the UN Security Council (Zhao, 2005). As Jack Qiu (2006, p.125) puts 
it, ‘to many of today’s Chinese netizens, allegiance to the nation takes priority over other 
identities, ideologies and political actions’. The expanding scope and frequency of the 
display of cyber nationalism in China has led to much scholarly and media attention, with 
a key focus on its political implications. Both Jeffery Wasserstrom (2005) and Xu Wu 
(2007) see cyber nationalism as a double-edged sword for the government. On the one 
hand, nationalism can support the official doctrine of a unified and socially coherent 
China by diverting attention away from domestic issues and discontent. The Chinese 
government has often been accused of masterminding anti-foreigner and anti-West 
protests in China over the years. During the anti-Japan protests in 2012, the BBC’s 
correspondent, Martin Patience, believes the protests were ‘almost certainly sanctioned 
by the Chinese authorities, as they were well policed’ (BBC, 2012). On the other hand, 
cyber nationalism can develop into an autonomous political force that challenges, or at 
least weakens, the CCP’s power monopoly. This is particularly the case with youth 
(college students), who are the most active participants in these nationalist events, and the 
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government knows well that ‘students could spearhead a movement similar to 
Tiananmen’ (Wasserstrom, 2005, p. 63). This concern is certainly a valid one. While 
almost all of the protests in 2012 targeted Japan, some demonstrators in Shenzhen were 
trying to push their way into a Communist Party facility (The Asashi Shimbun, 2012). 
The Chinese authority’s concern about the unpredictability of nationalism-related protests 
are reflected through the fact that almost every time it happens, the Chinese government 
eventually steps in to police the demonstrations by arresting individuals who are accused 
of causing social disorder and chaos.  
 
The concept of nationalism has profound political implication because it underpins 
individuals’ duty and obligation to their country; therefore, the notion of nationalism 
needs to be examined through the lens of ‘citizenship’. However, Chinese people’s sense 
of nation is complicated because of its ‘spatial’ nature. Rankin (1993, p. 165), in 
particular, argues that local affairs have historically been the subject of concern among 
Chinese elites; this indicates that Chinese people tend to devote more loyalty to their local 
places (such as their village and city) than to the nation state. As a result, this locality-
centric loyalty is in constant struggle with the state because it is outside the state’s control 
and agenda (Rankin, 1993, p. 165). This claim is supported by cultural geographers, who 
point out that regional powers were constantly challenging the central authorities since 
the dynasties in China (Oakes and Schein, 2006; Wang, 2007; Sun, 2012b). More 
recently, despite the CCP’s one-party rule, the processes of decentralisation and 
regionalism have been the basic rationales of the country’s economic reforms (Goodman, 
1994; Cartier, 2001). As a result, the contrasting economic and social experiences 
generate different and even competing senses of self and belonging across geographic 
regions. This leads to a questioning of the notions of citizenship and nationalism. If the 
sense of belonging and the sense of nation are different across geographic regions, there 
is an inherent conflict between the national space and local place because they compete 
over people’s sense of belonging, and hence, their sense of duty and obligation. This 
spatial tension must be understood within the changing notion of citizenship in China 
throughout the past century.  
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2.1 The competing notions of citizenship in China 
The notion of citizenship is closely related to the notion of nationalism, as one’s loyalty 
and service to a nation (or, to put it simply, one’s love to the nation) defines one’s duty 
and responsibility to the state. Yu (2009, p. 107) argues that ‘a state-centric view of 
citizenship has prevailed in Chinese intellectual and political thinking and continued to 
subject “the people” to metadiscourse of nationalism in China’s nation-building project’. 
Political historians such as Chih-Yu Shih (2002, p. 23) also point out that, according to 
classic political theory in China, ‘the state should be an extended family and there should 
be only single principle, or Dao, to which “all under heaven’ subscribe’. Shih further 
states that there is no individual self ‘if there were no great state itself’. The notion of 
nation states being the superior entity over individuals is, then, a historical notion rather 
than simply a communist invention.  
 
The term ‘gongmin’ is generally the associated translation of the English term 
‘citizen’ because the Chinese character, ‘gong’ or public, acquired a range of meanings 
that partially overlap with western usage in terms of the exercise of individuals’ rights 
and awareness of social concerns and public affairs (Rankin, 1993). Even though the CCP 
has been using the term ‘gongmin’ to refer to all PRC nationals since 1953 (X.Y. Yu, 
2002), China has a rather different conception of the term ‘citizenship’ in comparison to 
the Western connotation. As Michael Keane (2001, p. 2) points out, citizen is a Western 
concept that emerged ‘during the dying embers of the imperial period and was 
championed by the reformer Liang Qichao in the first decade of the (twentieth) century’. 
However, Liang did not simply transplant the concept into China without modifications. 
He believed China’s problems during the late nineteenth and early twentieth Centuries 
were largely caused by a lacking sense of obligation to the state (such as paying taxes and 
serving in the military), instead of lacking the possession of rights (Nathan, 1985). 
Therefore, Liang determined that ‘China required authoritarian leadership during the 
transition from imperialist feudalism to western democracy, a view that would be echoed 
by Chinese leaders as well as intellectuals throughout the twentieth century’ (Goldman 
and Perry, p. 7). Sun Yat-sen, the revolutionary leader at the time had a similar view. 
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While the Western concept of citizenship focuses on individuals’ rights and freedom to 
participate in public affairs and the process of decision-making, Sun Yat-sen felt China 
was facing another, more severe and urgent, problem at the time: the state was too weak 
and it ‘did not penetrate deeply into society’ (Keane, p.2). Sun Yat-sen’s concern was, of 
course, based on the assessment of an ailing imperial system that was under tremendous 
political and military threat from the West. Liang Qichao had a similar view; he believed 
China’s problems during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were largely 
caused by a lack of sense of obligation to the state (such as paying taxes and serving in 
the military), instead of lacking the possession of rights. Liang believed that ‘China 
required authoritarian leadership during the transition (from imperialist feudalism to 
western democracy), a view that would be echoed by Chinese leaders as well as 
intellectuals throughout the twentieth century’ (Goldman and Perry, p. 7). By grounding 
these historical backdrops, Merle Goldman and Elizabeth Perry (2002, p. 6) suggest that 
guomin (nationals), a term that was exemplified by Liang, to be a more proper Chinese 
term to encapsulate one’s duty and obligation to the state. The notion of nationalism, 
therefore, is served well by a sense of guomin, the kind of citizenship that focuses on the 
individual’s services and obligations to the nation state, instead of emphasising an 
individual’s rights and ownership. 
 
The nation then, is supposed to enjoy superiority over people’s everyday lives at a 
local place, and a Chinese subject is supposed to be one that is defined by the nation state 
rather than by the interests of an individual self. As Joan Judge (2002, p. 31) points out, 
‘the term guomin did not signify an individual within the nation, but rather a collective 
entity whose identity as virtually conflated with that of the nation’. The notion of guomin, 
with its focus on individual obligation and duty to the collective interest of the nation 
state, works to support the structural domination of mainstream institutions and systems 
in China.  
 
In order to support a guomin system, education has been an important meant to 
deliver and strengthen the dominant ideology. Judge (2002) note that over the years, 
textbooks in China serve as an important means to express domination from the top, and 
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have done so since the Qing Dynasty. Further, there is a spatial dimension in the Chinese 
textbooks. As a textbook author explains (in Judge, 2002, p. 34), school textbooks must 
convey the idea that ‘local regions were connected to the greater national entity called 
China’. There is no distinction to be made, geographically, between regions within the 
Chinese territory. Local places are embedded to serve the construction of an overall 
national geography. The role of textbooks in re-imagining a national space is closely 
related to its duty: to develop a strong sense of patriotism and this is the key to the 
making of guomin. As Judge (2002, p. 34) notes, textbooks in China (especially history 
textbooks) are building the logics between geography and history through framing the 
causal relationship between one’s place of dwelling and one’s sense of belonging. The 
construction of a national identity, which emphasises on the homogenous aspects of 
national geography and history, provides the fundamental infrastructure to support the 
notion of guomin. I have mentioned in earlier chapters, in relation to Oakes’s argument 
(2000, p. 670), that China’s nation state often attempts to marginalise any ‘local or 
regional cultural variation that did not fit with its agenda of integration, modernisation 
and development’. The textbook’s role in re-imagining a national space is closely related 
to its duty to develop a strong sense of patriotism, and this is the key to the making of 
guomin. To be more specific, the building of patriotism is based on a sense of ‘crises’ that 
the Chinese must not become the slaves of foreigners (Judge, 2002, p. 34). As Judge 
(2002, p. 34) notes, textbooks in China (especially the history textbook) build the logic 
between geography and history through framing the causal relationship between one’s 
place of dwelling and one’s sense of belonging. The construction of a national identity, 
which emphasises the homogenous aspects of national geography and history, provides 
the fundamental infrastructure to support the notion of guomin.  
 
While current scholarship on Chinese (cyber-) nationalism focuses on the political 
incentives behind the making of nationalist events, such as the anti-Japan protest in 2012, 
few consider the fact that the making of such events requires geographic spaces. This is 
important for understanding the case study here because the tension between local 
Guangzhouers and protesters from other parts of China was a spatial one. It was a contest 
over the meaning and sense of belonging of a geographic place: is Guangzhou merely 
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part of the national space in China, which has the obligation to suspend its daily routines 
for the sake of nationalism-related movements, or does the city belong to its residents 
and, hence, should it maintain its individual cultural and social routines? These questions 
link the issue of citizenry with identity, as one’s sense of self and belonging relates the 
question of one’s obligation and duty. Here, the notion of project identity offers a lens to 
unpack these questions.  
 
3. Method 
3.1 Samples 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, Weibo’s nature of making itself as a celebrity forum means 
that public figures can often generate influential posts and thus articulate the formation of 
public opinion. Moreover, as Bruns and Burgess (2012, p.807) point out in relation to 
Twitter research, it is less important to examine the number of tweets sent by the key 
users (the volume of contribution), ‘but rather to focus on the number of responses… and 
retweets received’. By taking Bruns and Burgess’ advice, this chapter focuses on the 
replies (responses) of the chosen key user’s post. 
 
The selected opinion leader for this case is Chen Yang, a local media commentator 
who is well known for his outspokenness on social issues and for criticising the local 
government’s wrongdoings (Radio Free Asia, 2009). Chen is very vocal in supporting the 
preservation of Cantonese culture. He uses Weibo regularly and has an active online 
presence. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Chen Yang had an active Weibo presence during the 
anti-Japan protest. He posted 71 entries during the demonstration weekend (13 September 
to 19 September 2012). On 16 September 2014, the day of nationwide demonstration, 
Chen posted 8 entries. On average, excluding the entry used in this chapter (the entry that 
received the most responses), each entry was reposted by more than 1,035 times. I 
therefore consider Chen Yang as an opinion leader in Guangzhou on the issue of anti-
Japan demonstrations. On 16 September 2012 (02:45am), Chen Yang posted a Weibo 
entry as follow: 
 
Please do not describe those protesters on the street as patriots; they are not 
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emotionally charged and are doing stupid things (destroying Japanese 
goods and shops in Guangzhou), they know exactly what they are doing, 
they had everything planned in advance. Dear fellow Guangzhouers 
(jiefang), if any of you see them on the street, take a step back and 
photograph them (as evidence), let’s isolate them from the protest so we 
know exactly who they are. Diaoyu Islands are China’s, Guangzhou is ours. 
Please be safe, Guangzhou (Guangzhou pingan).  
 
 
Figure 8 Chen Yang’s post 
 
This post was re-posted 44,211 times, received 210 likes and 9,615 replies (comments). 
This post’s popularity and Chen’s standing in Guangzhou explains why I have selected 
his posts for examinations. Instead of analysing Chen Yang’s original post, I focus on 
how his followers reacted.  
 
All of the 9,615 reply posts were further filtered by systematic sampling method 
with 95 percent confidence level and +/- 3 percent confidence interval. This helps to 
generate a temporary representative sample as the post were distribute over the period of 
the research. Since this study aims to learn about the social discourse about the anti-Japan 
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protest in Guangzhou, I have removed 128 posts because they were either commercial 
scams posts (inserted advertising materials) or duplicated posts. A sample of 990 was 
drawn from the remaining 9,543 posts (every 9th post is sampled). There are also some 
pure ‘re-posts’ that the content of the reply is merely ‘Reposted the message’ (zhuanfa 
weibo). If the 9th post happened to be a pure reposted message, its following post is 
sampled.  
 
While this case study used similar method as the one was used in the pro-Cantonese 
protest case (Chapter 3) to conduct framing analysis. I specifically use the method of 
‘comparative frame’ (Reese,2007; W.Y. Wang, 2013) to assess the interactions between a 
dominant frame and its subdominant frames, which are essentially the ‘responses’ to the 
dominant framing of the incident. A subdominant frame can either be supporting or 
competing with the dominant framing. Chen’s post and his take of the nationalism 
demonstration was clearly the dominant frame of the incident in Guangzhou due to his 
role as an opinion leader over the years. Those Weibo responses are hence, the 
subdominant frames because they were ‘responding’ to Chen’s framing of the incident. In 
order to assess these online interactions, I manually coded all the samples against Chen 
Yang’s original post because they were all replying to Chen. It is then useful to briefly 
examine the frames in Chen Yang’s post, because this was the leading post that articulated 
the online engagement.  
 
Chen’s post can be broadly assessed by the four functions of framing suggested by 
Entman. First, Chen defines the problem that the anti-Japan protest has intruded into the 
life and social stability of Guangzhou. The last phrase, ‘Please be safe, Guangzhou’, is a 
reinforcement that emphasises lost social harmony. It implicitly creates a crisis frame that 
Guangzhou was in chaos. The crisis was caused by the deliberate planning by some 
insincere individuals, as suggested by Chen. The opening phrase, ‘Please do not describe 
those protesters on the street as patriots’, establishes an argument and also constructs a 
victim frame: Guangzhou has fallen victim to those insincere individuals and is being 
targeted. What follows, then, is an injustice frame, and he argues that the protesters do not 
have the legitimacy to interfere in Guangzhous daily life. All of these framings lead to the 
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action frame as Chen offers a solution that every Guangzhouer should take up the 
responsibility and use their recording devices to identify their enemies.  
 
3.2 Coding  
New communication technology, such as Weibo, generates new material for 
methodological and analytical use. Increasingly, researchers in China Internet studies start 
by using individual Weibo posts as the coding units for doing content and framing 
analyses (Sukosd and Fu, 2013; Tong and Zuo, 2013; Wang, 2013). Informed by 
framing’s strategic aspect, the coding process of this case study focused on those aspects 
of the anti-Japan that were being selected and emphasised by Weibo users, and then 
compared to the major frames of Chen’s post. The coding unit was individual comments 
in the Reply section.  
 
The sampling method of key user provided a comparative coding method; instead 
of merely focusing on individual comments emphasising the anti-Japan protest, I read 
through all the samples and manually coded them by comparing each comment against 
Chen Yang’s post. I developed the following coding questions:  
 
1. Does the comment agree or disagree with Chen’s opinion?  
1a. For a comment that agrees with Chen’s opinion, which aspect(s) of Chen’s 
post (which frame) does this reply focus on? 
1b. For a comment that disagrees with Chen’s opinion, which aspect(s) of Chen’s 
post (which frame) does this reply focus on?  
2. Does the comment go beyond Chen’s post (any aspect that Chen did not cover in 
his post) and provide additional views about the protest in Guangzhou? If so, what 
aspect(s) of the incident does the comment focus on (is there a new frame)? 
 
The coding process was also interested in what justification was provided by Weibo users 
in their posts, as this variable would indicate the particular perspective a particular Weibo 
user took to make sense of the incident.  
 
 163 
 
There were four major frames observed: local frame, social chaos frame, nation 
frame and government legitimacy frame. The ‘Expression’ category is not a frame and I 
did not attempt to identify frames there, as posts in this category merely expressed 
emotions (anger, supportive, frightened or wishful) without using any reason to elaborate 
or justify their expressions. However, these expressions are still worth noting, especially 
so as more than 60 per cent of the comments in the ‘pure expression’ category and posts 
in the ‘inter-regional support’ category clearly expressed their support for Chen Yang. By 
‘clearly’, I mean that the comment contained linguistic expressions such as, ‘good on you 
Chen Sir’ or ‘let’s follow Chen Yang’s suggestion’. Overall, Chen Yang received general 
support from the comments left on his original post. All the comments in the ‘local frame’ 
and ‘social chaos frame’ categories supported Chen’s view, as they shared Chen’s view of 
the conflict. The majority of comments in the nation frame either supported Chen’s view 
or they did not clearly state their views on Chen’s comments. Among the 28 sampled 
comments in the anti-foreign forces sub-frame, only three clearly stated their 
disagreement with Chen.  
 
‘Local’ frame has three subsidiary frames: action and duty, ownership and 
belonging and adversarial. The ‘action and duty’ frame focused on what Guangzhouers 
should be doing to protect their city and daily lives during the protest. The ‘ownership 
and belonging’ frame focused on Guangzhouers’ rights and their belonging to the city, as 
comments in this frame often referred to Guangzhou as their home. The ‘adversarial’ 
frame, therefore, blamed outsiders (outside of Guangdong province) for the chaos and 
disruption during the protest.  
 
‘Social chaos’ condemns the violent and irrational behaviour by some protesters 
and focused on the unlawful aspect of protesters’ acts in damaging Japanese products and 
businesses. The ‘nation’ frame has three subsidiary frames: treason, rationality and anti-
foreign. The ‘treason’ frame not only accused the protest of causing chaos and instability, 
but focused on the negative economic impact on China of boycotting Japanese products. 
Comments in this frame accused protesters of helping Japan to weaken China 
(economically) and called them hanjian (traitor). The ‘rationality’ frame demanded the 
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Chinese to exert constraints in protesting against Japan. While the frame disapproved of 
damaging Japanese products and businesses, comments supported the anti-Japan protest 
and aspects of the protest that saw that the Chinese people’s right to win respect in the 
world.  
 
Unlike other frames, the ‘anti-foreign forces’ frame did not support Chen Yang’s 
criticism of the protesters. Instead, comments in this frame focused on China’s victim 
status in the world, where Japan is seen as part of a greater foreign power (led by the 
U.S.) that is attempting to prevent the rise of a strong China. Not only did the ‘anti-
foreign forces’ frame support an anti-Japan protest (like the ‘rationality’ frame), but 
comments supported boycotting Japanese goods and even the physical damage of 
Japanese goods and properties.  
 
The last frame is ‘government legitimacy’. This frame did not express a clear 
position on Chen Yang’s post, nor did it focus on the debate of rationality. Comments in 
this frame either accuse the Chinese government of being cowards on the territorial 
dispute or suggested that the government had masterminded the demonstrations to divert 
public attention away from domestic issues of corruption, pollution and social inequality.   
 
Categories Counts Examples 
1. Local Frame   
1a. Action and Duty 202 ‘Let’s follow Chen Sir’s suggestion, use 
cameras to capture these people and 
publicise their faces on the Internet! 
Don’t let them get away!’  
1b. Ownership and 
Belonging 
228 ‘Garden Hotel is our Guangzhouers! How 
dare these outsiders come to make 
trouble and disturb our lives!’ 
1c. Adversarial  
(against outsiders)  
100 ‘Those protesters must be waisheng 
people! This is not their home so they 
won’t care!’ 
2. Social chaos Frame 106 ‘Those protesters are just a bunch of 
criminals who destroy our properties and 
social orders.’  
3. Nation Frame   
3a. Treason 38 ‘I wonder if these protesters were 
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Table 5 The distribution of Weibo’s frames (anti-Japan demonstrations in Guangzhou)  
 
4. Discussion 
4.1 Participation and the follower-followees structure 
There are several aspects here that merit attention. Before discussing the significances of 
the major frames, it is worth pointing out the importance of Weibo’s ‘followers-followee’ 
communicative structure in facilitating the formation of geo-community in this case. 
Chapter 4 discussed how Weibo is capable of fostering the building of an online 
community through Guangzhouers’ shared practices and shared cultural resources on 
Weibo. Another critical element that is provided by, and supported by, Weibo is the 
commonly followed opinion leader. We might say a well-known public figure like Chen 
Yang is a shared cultural resource for Guangzhouers, but unlike other cultural resources, 
such as language, food, architecture and ritual practices, local public figures are alive and 
active. A public figure actively constructs a community through facilitating interaction 
and deliberation among its followers. There were nearly 500 (of the 990 posts in the 
sample) replying to another Weibo users’ comment, instead of merely replying’ to Chen 
Yang’s original post. It seems like there is an ongoing conversation between individual 
Weibo users and the fact that they also read others’ posts before expressing their own 
views. 
actually Japanese spies, who come to 
destroy our economy.’ 
3b. Rationality 86 ‘I support anti-Japan protest, but must do 
it in a rational and peaceful manner. 
Destroying Japan-manufactured products 
won’t hurt Japan; these actions only hurts 
Chinese people ourselves.’  
3c. Anti-foreign forces  
(Japan and the West) 
28 ‘Japan and America are behind the 
Diaoyu Islands issues, we must protest 
against the western imperialism!’ 
4. Government Legitimacy 
Frame 
93 ‘Why the government allowed these 
demonstrations? Are they using these 
demonstrations to control our city?’ 
5. Expression    
5a. Pure expression 81 ‘Please stay safe, Guangzhou!’ 
5b. Inter-regional support 28 ‘Shanxi and Shanghai are being ruined by 
these protesters, too!’ 
 n = 990  
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Following a verified Weibo account of a public figure leads to the highly selective 
nature of one’s personal network (who to follow) tailored the kind of news and 
information and the experience of online interactions. This is not new, as Zuckerman 
(2013) points out that online communication is in fact highly selective that it reinforce 
(rather than disintegrate) in-group communications. The ability to follow Chen, for 
example, provides Guangzhou’s Weibo users to identify a social marker who they can 
culturally associate with. One must be clear that Weibo posts are in fact not widely open 
as it might appear to be. Chen’s post, for example, did not appear on just any Weibo 
users’ homepage, but it will only be displayed on Chen’s followers’ home page. 
Therefore, as an opinion leader on local, place-specific issues of Guangzhou, becomes a 
critical ‘shared cultural resource’ for identification. His post gathers the momentum of 
geo-solidarity first through publishing the shared emotional experience (concerns, anger, 
or fear) of the city in his post. Second, the function of Repost expands the communication 
network and constructs the geo-community of Guangzhou. Third, the Comment and Like 
functions allow further engagement and trigger in-group communication on the same 
issue matter. This reinforces a collective sense of collectivity and Chen’s central role in 
articulating this public dialogue. We cannot understand Chen’s role without an 
appreciation of geo-identity. It was, at least in this incident that the notion of ‘place’ 
interacts with Weibo’s communicative feature; provide the solidarity of a community.  
 
4.2 A chaotic nationalistic movement 
The nationalistic outburst during the anti-Japan protest was largely framed negatively by 
Guangzhouers on Weibo. The ‘social chaos frame’, for example, accounted for nearly 10 
per cent of the total postings of ‘boycott the protest’; there was a commonly held sense of 
intrusion’, that Guangzhou was being intruded by people with un-genuine intentions (the 
Adversarial frame). The emphases on the chaotic and violent aspect are not surprising 
since the Garden Hotel incident angered many local Guangzhouers. The Garden Hotel, 
again, was one of the first five-star hotels in China and is an important social marker for 
many Guangzhouers. It signifies the region’s economic development; symbolises the 
place’s economic progress and its social value of openness and translocality. The visual 
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images and news about the Garden Hotel constructs a rather chaotic and orderless scene 
about nationalist displays on the one hand and making the anti-Japan protest intrusive and 
brutal on the other.  
 
A similar sense of chaos dominates the replies to Chen Yang’s post. I specifically 
focused on several Chinese terms that mean ‘chaotic’, ‘robbery ‘and ‘destruction’. Daza 
(打砸，hit and damage), for example, appeared in 44 different posts. Most of the posts 
containing this term condemned the action of damaging property, and characterised such 
action as irrational and barbaric. Qiang (抢，robbery) appeared in 35 different posts and 
was used to describe the protest as being illegal rather than patriotic. Liumang (流氓， 
rogue) appeared 10 times, Zei (贼，thief) appeared 9 times and Baotu (暴徒, ruffian, 
thugs) appeared 9 times. All are terms used by Weibo users to describe those protesters 
who engaged in violent acts. These terms construct a chaotic scene of the protest and they 
speak directly in support of Chen Yang’s critical assessment about protesters’ actions and 
behaviour.  
 
These violent and chaotic scenes, however, were not seen as the work of local 
Guangzhouers. Nearly 10 per cent of posts fell into the ‘Adversarial frame’, which 
accused outsiders as being responsible for the social disorder and chaos. A Weibo user 
(16/09/12) argued:  
 
I support Chen Sir. Those non-local people in Guangzhou in fact do not care 
for and love Guangzhou. Because here (Guangzhou) is not their home. It is 
fine to express your view in a rational manner, but when you interrupt others’ 
lives, that’s annoying! 
 
Another user (17/9/12) went further: ‘it is all those shameless idiots’ fault! Do not be 
barbaric in my hometown!’ Another post (17/9/12) also pointed to the social disorder 
being caused by the protest: ‘You all have the right to protest, but do not block the traffic 
and disrupt the social order! Do not damage Chinese people’s wealth, or please get out of 
Guangzhou! Thank you!’ These comments not only reflect the Guangzhou people’s 
frustration about the suspension of their daily lives, but the word choice, such as ‘get out’, 
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indicates the belief that those who protested and damaged property were outsiders. The 
adversarial frame has additional significance, as it contests the very grounding of China’s 
guomin approach – local places are embedded within the national space and that a local 
place has little meaning and relevance to the building of China’s guomin. Instead, the 
adversarial frame argued for a clear spatial distinction between Guangzhou and other 
parts of China. The claiming of ownership and the complaints made about the loss of 
ownership of their local city during the anti-Japan protest, was, effectively, a claim of 
difference. As illustrated by the above examples, Weibo users referred to Guangzhou as 
their home’ (jiayuan, or wuqi in Cantonese).  
 
The focus on hometown rather than nation (guojia) contains many mundane but 
highly relevant concerns to Guangzhouers’ everyday lives. A Weibo user (16/09/14), for 
example, posted: ‘I just went to buy a bottle of coke from the convince store, saw two 
police patrolling and wish Guangzhou safety and peace (pingan)’. While others 
(16/09/14) expressed concern about visiting Japanese stores: ‘I am going to Jusco (a 
Japanese supermarket) tomorrow, a bit scared now’. Another post (17/09/12) read, ‘to be 
honest, I can’t even find Diaoyu Islands on the map, but I know Guangzhou is our home, 
if you want to cause trouble, get out!’ These posts carry important significance. They 
support Castells’ argument (2009), and the argument of this thesis, that instead of the 
nation state, local place is the primary site for organising one’s sense of self and 
belonging because that is where one lives, works and interacts. This latter post above 
clearly shows the relevance of a local place in comparison to issues of the nation state.  
 
A place can be the training ground for citizenry as one’s embodiment of the local 
geography is the fundamental source of popular politics and discourse. ‘Bao’ (protect and 
defence), for example, is a key word used frequently during online communication. It 
appeared 45 times in the sample. But instead of ‘baowei guojia’ (protect the nation), it 
translated to ‘defending the hometown (Guangzhou)’ and ‘protecting yourself’. As one 
post (16/9/12) urged: ‘Guangzhou is ours, we must defend it hard!’. Other users 
(16/09/12), though, focused on individual personal safety: ‘this post (Chen Yang’s) is the 
most rational one. Protect yourself and protect your family.’ There was also a clear 
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prioritisation of the interests of local place over issues of nation state. For example, 
(16/09/12): ‘before we defend the Diaoyu Islands, we must first protect our Guangzhou!’ 
These posts seem to show that a geo-embodied politics only emerged when there was a 
collective concern that the city was being marginalised or made irrelevant at the expense 
of the nation state’s interest. Normally, geo-politics is only displayed in the form of 
mundane practices and daily social routines, but when social routines are interrupted, they 
can transform into a kind of identity politics that are resistance and defensive in nature.  
 
To press this argument further, the sample shows a rather commonly held 
scepticism of the notion of guomin, one that disregards individuals’ rights and selfhood, 
but emphasises individuals’ obligations and service to the nation state. Comments on 
Weibo clearly indicated the necessity of one’s daily routines and lives and refused the 
temporary suspension for the sake of a so-called national concern. This leads to questions 
about an alternative concept of what citizenry in China is, and the next section discusses 
such a change.  
 
4.4 Taking photo as a practice of ‘gongmin’ (citizen) 
From a framing perspective, Chen Yang’s post not only defined a problem (that the 
Guangzhou city was in chaos and under threat by an irrational and excessive display of 
nationalism) and offered a moral assessment about the issue (there were people 
deliberately undermining the interest of the city and had planned the chaos and 
destruction of Guangzhouers’ social value and interests), but his post also offered a 
practical solution: if any of you see them on the street, take a step back and photograph 
them (as evidences). This suggestion, of course, was made in the knowledge that Weibo 
supported the sharing of visual images, and that visual images define the form and 
content of contemporary online protests in China (Yang, 2009).  
 
In the case of anti-Japan demonstrations in Guangzhou, the practice of 
‘photographing’ became a conscious act to redefine Chinese citizenry. The words Pai and 
Zhao (both mean ‘photograph’) was mentioned 54 times in the sample. Some Weibo 
users even made quite detailed suggestions about how to take photos of violent protesters. 
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A Weibo user (16/09/12) suggested: ‘Use your smartphone to capture the image of those 
people; if you can, take a few more pictures with an SLR Camera as it can produce higher 
image quality, showing their faces, and then put on the Internet for a human flesh 
search21!’. Another user (12:48, 16/09/12) agreed: ‘do not just weiguan (surround and 
look), but take and upload a photo of them, to make their face public, to let their friends 
and family know how ugly their actions are!’ The mention of a smartphone is quite 
important because it refers to Weibo’s portable feature. In the anti-Japan demonstration, 
as mentioned, many Chinese people learned about the demonstration through uploaded 
visual images on Weibo. Mainstream media’s reluctance to cover the protest directly to 
the Chinese population meant people had to seek online verification to make sense of 
incidents. Many Guangzhouers were first saw photos of the Garden Hotel incident on 
Weibo, and since then taking photos has become a common online practice in China. This 
has helped people to stay informed of events and has developed communication lines on 
Weibo. 
 
While the practices of taking and sharing photos help Guangzhou Weibo users to 
reinforce a sense of solidarity through common practices and shared values; these 
practices, more importantly, worked as the counter narrative to the domination of nation 
state and hence, the notion of guomin. As a Weibo user (16/09/12) commented: ‘please 
raise your mobile phone, to protect Guangzhou is a rational manner!’. Mobile phone and 
the practice of photographing (and the later on uploading and sharing on Weibo) become 
the metaphors for ‘rationality’ and ‘social duty’. Yet, such rationality is not only used to 
protect Guangzhou, but the message urges the exercise of rationality throughout the entire 
nationalism campaign. Instead of reinforcing a sense of ‘guomin’, these online practices 
become a way to exercise the duty and right of a ‘gongmin’, the term that is more in line 
with the western concept of ‘citizenship’. Guangzhouers’ response and practice to 
exercise their right and duty associate to their home city, crossover much of what T.H. 
Marshall (1950) terms as ‘social citizenship’ and ‘political citizenship’: the former 
implies the right to economic welfare and social security and the later underscores the 
                                               
21 Human flesh search (renrou sousuo) is a collective online practice to ‘track down offline individuals by 
employing as many computer users as possible in the search’ (Herold, 2011, p. 129).  
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rights to participate and the rights to exercise political power. Through the practices of 
taking and sharing photos, Guangzhou Weibo users argue for greater recognition of the 
local subject and value in the national discourse. The practices become a way in to 
participate, to resist, but most importantly, to re-narrate the sense of nationalism and 
being a Chinese citizen. On the one hand, it emphasises on the right of individual subjects 
(the right to live and to work in a secure environment) and locality (the value of diversity 
instead of marginalisation); it also underscores the practical way to express, participate 
and deliberate in the broader national and local polity. The practices of photographing and 
sharing on Weibo bridge individuals and connect the everyday life with the collective 
concern of a city space. But these practices and online participation also encourage a re-
narration of the nation.  
 
5. … but Diaoyu Islands are still China’s 
Despite the anger and discontent from Guangzhou’s Weibo, there was no suggestion that 
Guangzhouers thought anything other than that China’s territorial ownership of the 
Diaoyu Islands was correct. In fact, most Weibo users expressed the very strong view that 
the territorial sovereignty of the islands was critically important for developing a sense of 
pride for the Chinese identity. Hence, there was no sense of peripheral identity throughout 
the course of online exchange. In the ‘Treason frame’, for example, Weibo users 
condemned violent acts during the anti-Japan protest because they believed that Japan 
would not suffer financial loss, but that it would be the Chinese people that would be 
disadvantaged, because the shops and cars were the property of Chinese and the Japanese 
firms employed Chinese people to work in their businesses. Posts in the ‘Treason frame’ 
actually described those protesters as traitors, because their actions undermined China’s 
economic development and the financial wellbeing of Chinese people, and thus the 
protests worked to the advantage of Japan. Although the ‘Rationality frame’ merely called 
for rational ways to handle the territorial dispute with Japan, posts in this frame also 
urged the need to support China’s territorial sovereignty.  
 
There is no dispute that a Guangzhou subject is part of the broader national subject 
and a Guangzhouer is effectively Chinese. Even posts in the ‘Local frame’ and the ‘Social 
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chaotic frame’ expressed strong support and concern about China’s territorial unity. The 
fact that Chen Yang described protesters as ‘fake patriotism’ indicates the endorsement of 
nationalism and the display of such sentiment during this time. But such nationalism, 
according to Guangzhouers on Weibo, must be contained. Firstly, the display of 
nationalism must be a peaceful and non-violent; it must display rationality rather than 
excessive emotion. This can be seemed by posts (16/09/12) such as: ‘I believe the real 
Guangzhouer will express our anger and condemnation to the Japanese government in a 
peaceful and rational manner’. Secondly, nationalism must be expressed in a way that 
will not marginalise the cultural significance of the local place and will not interrupt the 
everyday life of the people there. A poster (16/09/12), for example, complained that the 
protest made him lose a working opportunity on the day. Many other posts, as discussed 
earlier, expressed a wide-spread of dismay about the damage and destruction done to their 
home – that is to say, Guangzhou.  
 
Resistance in this sense is not about the evasion or subversion of the nation state; 
rather, it is a campaign and an expression to re-narrate the meaning of a nation. This 
concept is obviously related to ‘scale-jumping’, as mentioned in Chapter 4, in which a 
local place attempts to enlarge its role by elevating its local issues to a national stage. 
Chinese local places often do this in one of two ways. The first is by connecting local 
issues with national concerns, such as connecting the pro-Cantonese movement with the 
broader concerns of cultural preservation and citizenry rights in China. The second way is 
by taking a local perspective and using local values to critically respond to controversial 
national issues, such as the national economy, politics, social problems and the notion of 
nationalism. This scale-jumping process could possibly lead to the emergence of what 
Castells would call ‘project identity’. According to Castells (2009), project identity is an 
extension of resistance identity in which ‘the building of identity is a project of a different 
life’ (p. 8). It is not merely the building of resistance and defence; instead, it aims to 
transform society as a whole (p. 422) to construct a new culture, a new way of life, with 
new social values and new cultural practices.  
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Castells uses the example of the rise of women’s rights to illustrate project identity. 
Western society is becoming more conscious about gender equality; the rise of women’s 
rights and welfare is due to our realisation of women’s identity (Castells, 2009), the 
recognition of their concerns and the integration of these once suppressed and 
marginalised values into the mainstream social discourses. Women’s rights has not 
become another force of domination; rather, it helps to promote further social diversity 
and acceptance. Castells (2009) states that the aim of project identity is to sustain the 
momentum of resistance over time and space, and to attempt to change and redefine the 
dominant value system from within, to bring its values of communal resistance into the 
dominant. In other words, project identity aims to rewrite the dominant values by 
inserting its own visions into the mainstream (p. 8). At the core of the project identity is 
the pursuit of stability that drives social and cultural practices. This is similar to Eric Ma’s 
(2002) argument about cultural identities existing and sustaining in a stable manner, 
rather than going through constant change (fluidity identity) in accordance with the 
situation. I suggest that it is because people desire a stable identity that they resist those 
things that are forcefully imposed, and they fight to make their own perceived norms and 
values part of the mainstream. By seeking to transform and alter the overall social 
structure, a resistance identity can only find refuge and stability when it is part of the 
mainstream and accepted as the core social value and cultural norm.  
 
 We can follow the logic of project identity to consider Guangzhou Weibo users’ 
seemingly paradoxical treatments of the anti-Japan demonstration in 2012. Instead of 
seeing local places as merely part of China and embedded into the greater national 
territory, Guangzhouers attempted to emphasise the equality that exists between local 
place and nation state. Such a claim was, in fact, visible during the pro-Cantonese protest. 
Chapter 4 specifically points out that protesters never framed Cantonese as the opponent 
or replacement of Mandarin. During the protest, Guangzhouers emphasised the co-
existence of the two languages, and demanded that the government embrace cultural 
diversity. The marking of a Guangzhou identity and the marking of the Guangzhou 
landscape were efforts to claim ownership of the city the residents live in. Rather than 
accepting a homogenous national identity, Guangzhouers believe the concept of nation 
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should encapsulate and respect regional and local diversity. This perspective does not 
alter the fact that Guangzhouers accept their national identity, shown by the general 
agreement that the Diaoyu Islands are part of China’s territory. This example could be an 
indication that Guangzhou’s geo-identity is becoming more like a project identity, 
because the sense of self and belonging is not simply presented in the form of resistance 
and subversion. Instead, Guangzhou’s identity has been constructed through Weibo users’ 
attempts to transform the overall understanding about their nation, so that a Guangzhou 
identity can find stability and sustain its momentum to exist into the future.  
 
6. Conclusion 
This chapter highlighted the transformation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity during the anti-
Japan demonstrations in 2012 by drawing on the social disputes between local and 
outsiders due to the influx of migrant workers, the ongoing spatial tension, and making 
specific references to Weibo’s unique technical features of visualisation and follower-
followee communicative structures. This is why Weibo was the key site of information 
transmission and sharing at the time. The constant visual images and textual updates 
allowed those Guangzhouers who were physically absent from the demonstration to make 
sense of the incident through Weibo. Further, on top of the usual technical support and 
space provided, Weibo’s fans-followee communicative structure enacted popular 
engagement and public dialogue during the controversy. Opinion leaders were then part 
of Weibo’s platform materiality: although opinion leaders are the result of Weibo’s 
commercial ambition, these figures have nevertheless, brought about new form of 
socialites among individual Weibo users to perform and construct a sense of 
commonality. Consequently, the online campaign to boycott the anti-Japan protest reveals 
a lot about Weibo and geo-identity: Weibo is not merely a place to voice dissent and stage 
a protest, nor is it just capable of reconstructing the physical city through its audio-visual 
functions and thus sustain people’s sense of self and belonging over time; instead, Weibo 
is a site to narrate new meanings of a nation and, hence, nationalism. This is important 
because Weibo is then capable of linking up the national space and the local place to 
addresses the issue of power imbalance between the two.  
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This chapter provides the last case study of this thesis. The process of negotiating a stable 
identity is a complex one, as Guangzhouers have to deliberate between the nation state 
and local place. Adding to the complication is the city’s proximity to Hong Kong. A 
number of posts in the sample mentioned Hong Kong. Hong Kong again acted as the 
critical reference to negotiate a Guangzhou self, one that is different to the rest of China. 
At the same time, a Guangzhou self cannot entirely detach itself (nor do Guangzhouers 
want to) from the national subject of being a Chinese and being a Chinese national. This 
is not a dilemma; rather, I see it as a critical source for negotiating one’s Chinese identity. 
The overlapping between the national space and local place constructs the very spatial 
subject and polity, as the process of geo-identity formation on Weibo underpins the 
interchanging senses of guomin and gongmin in China. Instead of being a counter-public 
against the nation state, Guangzhou shows itself as being is a parallel public that is 
constantly demanding equal co-existence with the nation state.  
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Conclusion  
This thesis has introduced the idea of geo-identity as a conceptual framework for 
understanding the relationship between Weibo use and the formation of Guangzhou’s 
identity. Specifically, this thesis has used the geo-identity framework to explore the 
relational process between Weibo’s materiality and Guangzhou’s sociality, as set out in 
the Introduction. Consequently, this thesis has illustrated that the use of Weibo is 
inherently spatial; the technology both shapes and is being shaped by Guangzhouers’ 
experience of social and economic transformations on the one hand, and the specific geo-
humanistic culture on the other. In addition, through the case studies, this thesis has 
demonstrated two key points: first, that Weibo reconfigured China’s spatial stratification 
and relationship, and second, more importantly, that the representation of a local identity, 
like Guangzhou’s, can be formed through a platform such as Weibo within the dialectical 
relationship between local place and nation state. 
 
1. Contribution to Knowledge 
This thesis contributes to both the theoretical and methodological knowledge base in the 
field of digital media studies. Specifically, it enriches the understanding of Internet use 
and identity politics in a non-democratic context. The focus on China’s asymmetric 
spatial structure and the unequal power relationship between the nation state and local 
place provides an alternative assessment about the formation of public opinion and 
political participation. Methodologically, this thesis contributes to the recent scholarly 
conversation on both digital ethnography and big data analytic by developing a 
systematic approach in conducting Weibo research. Unlike previous Weibo research, 
which mainly focuses on Weibo use during major public incidents, the selection and 
organisation of the case studies in this thesis has allowed me to explore the continuous 
process and social practices that Guangzhouers used on Weibo to present their identity. 
The diverse modes of political participation and the ways of their values and norms were 
being constructed on Weibo can be observed and described through the use of a multiple 
case studies approach. The design of this research offers insights into the issues, 
advantages and limitations of the platform, and this knowledge will be beneficial for 
future research in a similar area.  
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The thesis began by reconsidering the role of geographic place in the digital era. 
Place is a useful analytical concept because it gets close to people’s everyday lives and 
social practices. At the same time, it plays out the unequal power relationships in society. 
Hence, place is an appropriate concept for addressing the issue of identity. Place is a 
construction and negotiation between the relatively fixed physical environment and the 
constantly changing socioeconomic structures. The formation of a place becomes the 
mechanism for the formation of identity, as one’s sense of self and sense of belonging is 
negotiated between the biological self (essentialist) and the embodied experience with the 
greater social world (situational).  
 
On the one hand, a geographic approach underlines the mechanism of control from 
the top. The CCP’s spatial management relies heavily on what Castells would term the 
‘flows’ to express its control and domination across the country. The CCP has developed 
an extensive spatial network by administrating sub-national regions’ political hubs 
(provincial governments), regulating the mainstream media’s content and monitoring 
online activity on the Internet. On the other hand, a geographic approach accounts for the 
diverse modes of political participation from ordinary people. The dichotomy between 
control and resistance is not so much about the inter-class inequalities over economic and 
political capital, it is the tension between space and place as they generate competing 
social meanings and different senses of belonging. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the term 
geo-identity not only captures Guangzhou’s experience of change during China’s 
economic reforms, it also draws attention to the power relationship between China’s local 
place (Guangzhou) and the central state (CCP). Guangzhou’s geo-identity is in constant 
interaction with national policies and developments and regional cultural exchanges with 
Hong Kong, Macau and overseas Cantonese. As discussed in Chapter 2, in order to attract 
Hong Kong investors, Cantonese prevailed in Guangzhou’s news media, public 
broadcasting services and even in local government administrative bodies. Guangzhouers 
have been able to access Hong Kong’s news and entertainment products since the early 
1980s. Even though Guangzhou is an integrated part of the PRC, the city developed a 
rather distinctive social and political culture with its cultural and trade affiliations with 
 178 
 
Hong Kong.  
 
This geographical framework was articulated throughout the thesis’s three case 
studies. I used the case studies to examine the use of Weibo and the presentation of 
Guangzhou’s geo-identity. By drawing on interdisciplinary approaches of cultural studies, 
communication theories and cultural geography, the three case studies illustrated the 
formation and presentation of geo-identity politics on China’s Weibo. The case studies 
revealed the centrality of Weibo in articulating social controversies and in enacting 
political participation from below. More importantly, Weibo reconfigured Guangzhouers’ 
sense of self and of belonging to the local place. However, this reinforced sense of 
locality did not diminish their sense of belonging to the nation state; instead, local 
identity became the gateway for ordinary Guangzhouers to participate in such national 
issues as economic transformations, social equality, citizen rights and nationalism. The 
tuipu policy, which aimed to promote Mandarin as the only legitimate language in China, 
triggered public anger during the pro-Cantonese protest in 2010, when the provincial 
government proposed to replace Cantonese broadcasting with Mandarin at the local 
television networks (Chapter 4). In order protect their local Cantonese culture, 
Guangzhou’s Weibo users started posting in Cantonese. The online linguistic practice 
expressed both personal identification and political subversion by Guangzhouers, and 
Weibo transformed this practice into important norms to perform and negotiate 
Guangzhou’s local identity. As illustrated in the cases of the EDPF (Chapter 5) and the 
anti-Japan demonstrations (Chapter 6), typing in Cantonese became a standard cultural 
practice in Guangzhou’s Weibosphere. The practice served as a core mechanism to 
sustain Guangzhou’s subversive discourse against the CCP’s tuipu policy and the 
government’s broader goal to construct a homogenous national identity.  
 
These findings support the two principal premises mentioned at the beginning of 
the thesis: firstly, Weibo creates and reinforces a sense of locality; secondly, geographic 
places remain a vibrant site for people’s political participation in an authoritarian state, 
even during the digital era. Each case study highlighted different modes of political 
participation on social media, in the forms of political conflict, lifestyle and consumption 
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cultures and social controversies. The diverse modes of political engagement illustrated 
that social conflicts, state–public contentions and daily social routines and practices that 
have taken place on Weibo must be understood in relation to Guangzhou’s regional 
experience during the decades of China’s economic reforms and its interregional 
differences with other Chinese sub-national regions. Unlike the conventional wisdom that 
sees the Internet in China as borderless, this thesis argues that Weibo enacted a sense of 
locality even when the Chinese government persistently tried to orchestrate a 
homogeneous national identity that marginalised the relevancy of local places in China. 
Weibo was capable of bringing memories to life, linking the past with the present and 
making a place-based identity visible, tangible and, therefore, easily accessible to its 
users.  
 
I have revised the graphical illustration of the ‘geographic framework’ developed in 
Chapter 1 based on the discussions and findings of the three case studies. In the original 
version (Figure 2, Chapter 1), I placed Weibo at the bottom of the chart to highlight it 
being the subject of inquiry. In the revised version, as illustrated in Figure 9, I place 
Weibo in the central position:  
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Figure 9 Geographic framework (revised version) 
 
Weibo acts as a sociocultural intermediary that plays a crucial role in facilitating the 
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construction and negotiation of Guangzhou’s geo-identity over the three case studies. 
While the essentialist dimensions of ‘physical geography’ and ‘other regions’ continue to 
contribute to Guangzhouers’ sense of translocality of their city and identity, the three case 
studies show that even these essentialist dimensions needed to be mediated through 
Weibo. The typing of Cantonese, the visual illustration of the city landmarks, food, ritual 
practices and the sharing of Cantonese songs, reinvent these essentialist dimensions in a 
digital format and distributed them to Guangzhou’s Weibo users. Guangzhouers’ 
interaction with those ‘situational dimensions’ were also mediated through Weibo. Their 
response to the government’s tuipu policy, economic and social changes and the 
nationwide nationalistic demonstrations, were mediated through the Weibo platform, and 
that Guangzhouers made sense of events through sharing and obtaining news and 
information and interacting with each other and opinion leaders. Above all, the direct 
interaction between place and space was mediated through Weibo. Weibo played a binary 
role in both suppressing Guangzhou’s geo-identity through the means of censorship and 
by facilitating the rise of a Guangzhou subject by providing the space and technical 
resources. Either way, Weibo acted as an important site of identity politics in China.  
 
Methodologically, a geographic approach guided the research design processes. 
While the three cases differ in nature, they were all located within broader socioeconomic 
transformation in China; further, they all paid specific attention to Guangzhou’s 
relationship with Hong Kong and waisheng, the Chinese regions outside of Guangdong. 
The analysis then mainly focused on the interaction between the essentialist and 
situational dimensions of a geo-identity and how such an exchange was mediated through 
Weibo.  
 
The study approach used here is in line with current scholarly works on Weibo, but 
this thesis takes a further step by offering a more systematic and holistic understanding of 
Weibo itself. Unlike current studies of big data, this thesis does not use a computer-
assisted approach to collect and analysis data. The reasons include Weibo’s own 
restrictions, due to political and commercial concerns, as well as the nuance of linguistic 
and social culture that a computer would fail to capture. Weibo is not merely a platform 
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that hosts competing discourses and a massive volume of online data, Weibo displays the 
process of sociotechnical integration, as well as the power interplays between the state, 
market and the public. The different nature of the case studies allows this thesis to 
explore and utilise Weibo’s diverse technical functions and communicative structures to 
collect data and to develop coding schema and framing analysis. By considering the 
different nature of each case and the related technical functions of Weibo, I collected data 
to understand how Weibo facilitated the mobilisation and execution of local politics 
(Chapter 4), reproduced the sense of locality through digital material and representations 
(Chapter 5) and negotiated Guangzhou’s subjectivity as a complex combination of 
Chinese national identity and localised civic identity (Chapter 6). The research design 
here highlights the importance of the platform itself as the characteristics of, and issues 
related to, Weibo have far-reaching implications for method building and methodological 
considerations.  
 
2. Theoretical Implications  
The thesis uses the method of framing analysis to code and analyse the collected Weibo 
data. The key concern in applying framing analysis was to observe the strategic aspect of 
Weibo communication on the issue of geo-identity in Guangzhou. Even though each of 
the three cases employed a different data collection technique, a common perception was 
detected through the framing analysis: Guangzhou is part of China and Guangzhouers 
generally identify themselves as Chinese, albeit with a local Guangzhou’s flavour, where 
relevancy of place in the Guangzhou identity was an important part of the construction of 
China’s national space. The three case studies repeatedly showed that even during state–
public conflicts and controversies, Guangzhouers were keen to emphasise social and 
cultural diversity. The rejection of a homogenous cultural representation of the Chinese 
national identity, however, contradicted the state’s apparent intention. Hence, a 
Guangzhou identity is a complex combination of the collective national identity that 
emphasises serving the nation and the localised geo-identity that focuses on the 
individual’s civic rights and responsibilities. The implication here is profound. If Weibo 
constructed a sense of locality in Guangzhou, then it is reasonable to assume that it would 
have done the same to other local places in China. The notion of geo-identity could be an 
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important source of popular politics and orientations across the nation. 
 
Chapter 6 ended on the note about the overlapping of national and local identities in 
Guangzhou. Guangzhouers’ dismay towards the anti-Japan protest did not indicate that 
Guangzhouers’ lacked a sense of nation and, hence, nationalism; online anger was driven 
by the extreme and violent expression of destroying Japan-related businesses, products 
and property, and the disruption to social routines and daily lives. The notion of being 
merely a guomin, whose duty is primarily to serve the state, was in question. Similar 
sentiments were observed in both the pro-Cantonese protest (Chapter 4) and the EDPF’s 
posts (Chapter 5). During the pro-Cantonese protest, rather than developing an 
adversarial frame against Mandarin and non-Cantonese speakers in Guangzhou, 
Guangzhou’s Weibo users urged each other to avoid xenophobia, that the support of 
Cantonese should not become a social force to suppress and boycott the use of Mandarin. 
In contrast, the online and popular framing during the protest focused on the issue of 
cultural diversity and the co-existence of the two languages in Guangzhou. In the case of 
EDPF, while the Weibo group constantly presented the negative aspects of the waisheng 
regions, the group also urged Guangzhouers to exert their (Chinese) civic responsibility 
to care for, and give voice to, marginalised social groups in China. EDPF scaled up the 
norms and values of Guangzhou’s local identity beyond its immediate geographic 
boundaries and used them to address national issues and concerns. 
 
The issue of ‘scale-jumping’ has a more profound implication for geo-identity 
politics. The nation state intends to control and incorporate local places to support its 
overall political networks and governing legitimacy; however, a local place also needs to 
sustain its relevance over time by making sure that its voice is heard on broader national 
issues, and even global concerns. Even though data collected in this study cannot extend 
the discussion into such an area, it is worth pointing out that this thesis has developed a 
gateway to deal with this issue. The theoretical implication of scale-jumping is embedded 
within Raymond Williams’ concept of ‘militant particularism’ (1989), a concept that 
David Harvey found much interest in as well. The mechanism of militant particularism is 
foregrounded by the interplay between space and place, such that it mainly focuses on 
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local people’s response to the overall structural transformations that are carried out by the 
flows of power and capital. More importantly, militant particularism carries some issues 
that Castells’ notion of ‘project identity’ addresses. By ‘militant particularism’, Williams 
(1989, p. 249) refers to those characters of working-class self-organisation who try to 
‘connect particular struggles to a general struggle in one quite special way’. These 
particular struggles, as set out in a movement, make a ‘claim that the defence and 
advancement of certain particular interests, properly brought together, are in fact the 
general interest’. Harvey (2000, p. 172) translates this definition into the context of ‘space 
and place’: ‘ideals forged out of the affirmative experience of solidarities in one place get 
generalized and universalized as a working model of a new form of society that will 
benefit all of humanity.’ The idea of ‘a new form of society’ resonates with Castells’ idea 
of a project identity, one that is based on a resistance identity, but ‘expanding toward the 
transformation of society’ as a way to sustain the values and ideas of this new identity.  
 
The act of up-scaling seems to become easier with the expansion of social media 
platforms and the Internet in general. As illustrated in this thesis, and many other works 
in new media studies, the Internet has clearly rendered the opportunity to elevate local 
issues into national and even global concerns. This has become a particular practice in 
China because of the lack of democratic institutions. Weibo is not only capable of 
enlarging the voice of its members in marginalised and excluded communities, but it is 
also capable of developing inter-class and inter-regional connections, to appeal to global 
media and, thus, expand the scale and reach of a local issue. This was precisely the 
experience of the pro-Cantonese protest. While Weibo enabled the formation of a locally 
based resistance identity, the platform also expanded the scope and reach of the 
controversy by capturing global media attention and appealing to people in Hong Kong, 
Macau and even the Cantonese diaspora around the world.  
 
However, there is a problem with militant particularism. Williams (1989, p. 115) 
points out that, in practice, as the course of the movement and its central issue of conflicts 
departs from its immediate ‘local and affirmative’ surrounding to extend its appeal to a 
much more general audiences, there are many ‘systematic obstacles’ making the 
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transition ‘insufficient’. Harvey (2000, p. 173) elaborates on this problem against the 
context of global capitalism as follows:  
 
Such obstacles could only be understood through abstractions capable of 
confronting processes not accessible to direct local experience … the move 
from tangible solidarities understood as patterns of social life organized in 
affective and knowable communities to a more abstract set of conceptions 
that would have universal purchase involves a move from one level of 
abstraction – attached to place - to another level of abstraction capable of 
reaching out across space’.  
 
There are two problems here. First, as Ahmed (2012, p. 1061) suggests, any attempt 
to up-scale militant particularism to a more general struggle of universal suffrage brings 
into focus the issue of social differences. As this thesis has been attempting to reject any 
generalised claims about China’s popular/class-politics, the attempt to scale up local 
issues to a universal national and global concern is in danger of overlooking contrasting 
inter-regional differences and inequalities. The economic inequalities and different ways 
of life across geographic regions make any attempts of militant particularism problematic 
in a Chinese context.  
 
 Second, the generalisation and universalisation of a militant particularism largely 
based on the issue and concern at a local place, to the abstraction across different spaces, 
could potentially involve the transformation of the essence of the very place itself. As 
Harvey (2000, p. 173) points out, ‘the shift from one conceptual world, from one level of 
abstraction to another, can threaten that sense of value and common purpose that grounds 
the militant particularism achieved in particular places’. This is also precisely why 
Castells (2009) believes communal resistance does not necessarily evolve into project 
identity. As mentioned in Chapter 1, there are at least three paths for a resistance identity 
to follow: it will be suppressed or even eradicated by the forces of the legitimizing 
identity; or it will transform into some kind of interest group that ‘join the logic of 
generalized bargaining, the dominant logic of the network society’ (Castells, 2009, p. 
422); or it will transform into a project identity that aims to transform the society as a 
whole (p. 422) by providing new sets of ideas and values (Williams, 1958), but will 
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continue the values of communal resistance to dominant power, rather than becoming part 
of the dominant flow.  
 
The three case studies of this thesis suggest that Guangzhou’s geo-identity is taking 
the third path, towards a project identity, because Guangzhouers are trying to differentiate 
themselves from the rest of China, both socially and politically, but also because they are 
trying to put forward more liberal social values to re-narrate and re-interpret what it 
means to be Chinese. However, at this point in time, this thesis is unable to determine if 
Guangzhou’s geo-identity is well and truly a type of new project; the process is ongoing. 
There is nevertheless a great deal of deliberation about whether or not to generalise 
Guangzhou’s place-based values as some sort of universal value. For example, the right 
to speak Cantonese can be framed as an issue of human rights. Chapter 4 points out that 
while there were some Weibo posts attempting to make such a linkage, this sentiment was 
not the dominant discourse at the time; the dominant framing was the issue of cultural 
diversity, and many Weibo users even urged people not to suppress Mandarin. The 
attempt to up-scale and generalise Guangzhou’s local values to more universal values 
remained minimal and subtle throughout the three case studies. Possible reasons for this 
could be two-fold. First, the geo-identity facilitated by Weibo was relatively new and it 
was too early to generalise Guangzhou’s particularism. Guangzhou’s geo-identity was 
new at the time, not because it has never existed before Weibo, but because the Central 
Government’s tightening up of cultural and linguistic policies in Guangzhou were 
relatively recent compared to other mainland regions, thus the resistance identity only 
became obvious and concrete in recent years. Further, the mediation of geo-identity 
through social media was also a relatively new social practice due to the emergence of the 
resistance identity. The second reason could have something to do with the political 
nature of China. As an indigenous service, Weibo is heavily regulated by the Chinese 
government. Hence, to over-generalise a local value may have been in breach of the 
censorship bottom line. For example, linking the issue of protecting local culture with the 
call for democracy would most likely exceed the tolerable limit of online censorship in 
China. Any comments that are deemed to be politically subversive would either be erased 
by Weibo or self-censored by Weibo users (the consideration of political risk). In contrast, 
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emphasising aspects of cultural diversity, which does not exclude the official Mandarin 
language, was a much safer frame to use.  
 
I have, however, observed militant particularism-like debate on Facebook. The 
global platform that is blocked in China remains popular among the Guangzhou diaspora. 
I could not comment or theorise on any observations here because I have not conducted a 
systematic study of those online exchanges, but I can report that the issue about militant 
particularism is well and truly alive. While some attempt to generalise and link 
Guangzhou’s experience with universal (or probably Western) values of democracy, 
human rights and civic society, others reject this and focus on maintaining the local 
subjectivity and sustaining it through online platforms. This is definitely an area that 
merits further research, and the idea of militant particularism could be a good grounding 
concept in which to do so.     
  
These questions and uncertainties lead to new openings rather than to closure. This 
thesis does not aim to offer a conclusive account about this topic, however, what is 
certain is that in order to generalise on militant particularism the mode of political 
communication must be deliberative. The spatial tension is driven by the fact that there 
are always differences in the world, and the media, social media in particular, play out 
these differences. In addition, encountering difference has become part of people’s 
everyday online and offline life. The expansion of the Internet, the process of 
urbanisation, population movements and cultural interactions make difference more 
visible now than it has ever been. Dominant cultures perceive difference and variation as 
a threat to their domination. The CCP’s attempt to control China’s national space by 
superseding the residual relevancy of sub-national regions and places represents a 
traditional mindset of rule and cultural cultivation that comes from thousands of years of 
history to bring the diversity and variation under control. Weibo, however, re-facilitates 
these variations and differences, making them visible and even tangible to its users by 
presenting engaged online exchanges between users with different values and visions. 
 
This brings the discussion back to Castells’ formulation of the three types of 
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identity, because his formulation foregrounds the ecology of identity formation and 
progression. The relationship between legitimizing, resistance and project identity is 
bonded by a communication progress of deliberation rather than of mere contestation and 
subversion. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the making of a project identity relies heavily on 
both the in-group and inter-group’s deliberations. Any kind of oppressive or authoritarian 
communicative network (especially for in-group communication) will tarnish the purpose 
of a project identity but will transform it into another institution that shares the dominant 
logic of manipulation, exclusion and incorporation that the legitimizing identity is doing 
through the space of flows. Williams (1989, p. 22) also indicates that ‘everything will 
have to be done by negotiation, by equitable negotiations and it will have to be taken 
steadily along the way’. This is even true for the formation of a resistance identity. While 
a resistance identity is developed when it is being marginalised and suppressed by the 
legitimizing identity, Castells (2009) emphasises that a resistance identity is inherently an 
act of self-defence rather than an active offence.  
 
Weibo, therefore, did not necessarily enact the formation of ‘counter publics’ in 
Guangzhou. It is probably more appropriate to think that Weibo enacted the making of 
‘parallel publics’ because Guangzhouers did not reject Chinese national identity and the 
mode of communication with the government was largely deliberative rather than 
contentious. Guangzhouers did not want to unseat, or even challenge, the domination of 
the nation state; they did, however, contest the mode of domination and attempted to 
diversify the meaning of China’s national identity by emphasising the unique 
specifications of a local place. The three types of identity that this thesis has used are 
inherently linked by a deliberative discourse. One might have to consider aspects of this 
political deliberation in lot more detail. 
 
3. Limitations and implications for future research 
In order to extend the investigation to the area of militant particularism and parallel 
publics, this thesis could be enhanced on at least three aspects. The thesis illustrates that a 
sub-national region continues to shape China’s Internet use and political participation. 
Future research on a similar topic could look into having an ethnographic dimension, 
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conducting a cross-platform analysis and an inter-regional comparative study. 
 
3.1 Cross-platform analysis 
At the time of writing, Weibo is no longer the most popular social media platform in 
China. The number of weibo users in general (all types of weibo combined) has declined 
by 9% in 2013 (CNNIC, 2014). Meanwhile, the advancement of smart phones has seen 
the proliferation of mobile phone applications. In China, the most prominent development 
is the launch of WeChat (weixin) by Tencent in January 2011. WeChat is a mobile 
messaging and voice communication service like WhatsApp. By September 2014, 
WeChat had 396 million monthly active users (Lim, 2014). However, just like Weibo 
quickly departed from its original cloning version of Twitter by introducing new and 
innovative functions that Twitter did not have to cater to the Chinese market, compared to 
WhatsApp, WeChat is much more than a mobile messenger, as it enacts portable 
networking services, information sharing and community building. In relation to this 
thesis, EDPF has extended its service to WeChat and is now running its service 
simultaneously on both Weibo and WeChat. Even though I have not systematically 
collected any data from EDPF’s WeChat service, it seems like there are no major 
differences in terms of content at this stage between the two platforms. However, there 
are obvious differences in terms of data access, which will facilitate creative data 
collection methods, as WeChat focuses on privacy rather than publicity.  
 
As mentioned earlier, I have also come across Guangzhou’s geo-identity discourse 
on Facebook. A Facebook group called I Love Guangzhou22 was created by Cantonese 
living in Canada and the U.S.A., and the majority of group members are Cantonese 
diaspora who live outside of Guangzhou (because Facebook is not available in mainland 
China). There were 14,392 members on 7 November 2014 (including myself as one must 
be a group member to participate in group discussions). Just like EDPF, I Love 
Guangzhou also shares news and information about Guangzhou and Guangzhou’s 
traditional culture. In comparison to EDPF, there is more political discussion on I Love 
Guangzhou, about social equalities, democratic reforms, the preservation of Cantonese 
                                               
22 https://www.facebook.com/groups/Iloveguangzhou/, accessed throughout September to November 2014.  
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and the Hong Kong Umbrella Movement. 
 
The notion of geo-identity continues to play a prominent role in shaping people’s 
online activities across different platforms, although the mode of communication can be 
quite different. A cross-platforms analysis would be able to test the geographic approach 
developed in this thesis; it can also expand and revise on the concept of geo-identity by 
incorporating the nature of the network and platform as another variable that contributes 
to the making of a geo-identity. The findings from a cross-platforms analysis are 
potentially valuable to understanding the role of social media in enacting people’s sense 
of, and search for, locality as it can bring a diaspora aspect into the discussion. Even 
though the majority of the members in the I Love Guangzhou group are physically distant 
from Guangzhou, Guangzhou’s physical places are still being reconstructed and narrated 
in the group. The Facebook group is more than just a site for reconnecting with the home 
country or acting as a mutual support group for the diaspora to live in a new country, it 
acts more as a site to form a collective network and virtual community based on common 
identification to their once-resided-in geographic place. While this thesis has explored the 
representation of local Chinese identity on a Chinese social media platform, a research 
into the formation of a local Chinese identity on a global (or Western) social media 
platform might make for a worthy comparison, both empirically and conceptually.  
 
3.2 Ethnography and online data 
The methodological approach developed in this thesis is in dialogue with the approach of 
digital ethnography, as mentioned in Chapter 3. However, the approach that places the 
data platform at the centre is particularly good for addressing the issue of the ‘siteless 
site’ for researchers to locate the subject of study and to determine the scope of the 
project. I do recognise that conducting fieldwork that involves talking to and observing 
people in a physical setting can have great potential to extend the discussions laid down 
by this thesis.  
 
I would, however, like to stress once again that the platform-centric approach used 
here and the conventional ethnographic approach are not mutually exclusive; instead, 
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they can complement each other by unveiling the rich but complex processes of online–
offline interactions. This thesis has started the ‘virtual’ side of the methodological inquiry, 
but future research could engage with conventional ethnographic research to examine the 
question of social media use and the formation of geo-identity. It would be interesting to 
compare the online data generated by this thesis and the data collected from ethnographic 
fieldwork. The potential advantage of having an ethnographic dimension would be to 
evaluate the question of geo-identity within the physical site of study. The matter of 
online–offline interactions remains important to the understanding of the social and 
cultural function of new media technologies, and the interplay between space and place is 
inherently an investigation about online–offline interactions. Moreover, ethnographic 
works are useful for understanding people’s ‘embodiment’ processes and practices within 
their geographical surrounding. Such research could provide solid insights about the role 
of digital media in mediating and articulating people’s sense of self and belonging 
(identity) through their media use.  
 
3.3 Inter-regional comparative studies 
Future research should also consider conducting inter-regional comparative studies. This 
would have to go beyond the digital-divide framework so that there was not a sole focus 
on the infrastructural aspect of China’s Internet development. This is not to say that the 
issue of the digital divide is not important; to fully extract the dimension of geo-identity, 
comparing regions with similar rates of Internet access, connectivity and infrastructure 
could accommodate the dilemma of the digital divide. On this note, future research 
should engage more closely and extensively with those locative functions and the spatial 
dimension of the Chinese Internet service, such as using the Baidu Index to as mentioned 
in Chapter 1.  
 
This of course, leads to the discussion of scales and scaling. Harvey (2000, p. 183) 
argues that ‘a very bad job’ has been done in ‘learning to negotiate between and link 
across different spatial scales of social theorizing and political action’. This is probably 
less true now in the case of Chinese media after the publication of Sun and Chio’s edited 
book, Mapping Media in China (2012). The authors pay specific attention to the conflicts, 
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negotiations and exchanges between different levels of scales (local, regional and 
national) in media and cultural production in China. However, Smith (in Harvey, 2000, p. 
183) also points out that ‘social life operates in and constructs some sort of nested 
hierarchical space rather than a mosaic’. In other words, people live at the intersection 
between different levels of scale, and our conversations, social routines and media 
preferences all constitute the scale of politics in the society.  
 
This thesis has drawn, to a certain extent, on the issue of scaling in both the 
conceptual and analytical parts. For example, my engagement with Cartier’s (2001) 
emphasis on South China’s trans-border and cross-cultural experience, and Massey’s 
(1996) focus on the local–outsider interactions in constructing people’s sense of locality 
and place-based identity, have helped to develop the conceptual framework of this thesis. 
In Chapter 5, I also paid particular attention to the notion of ‘scale-jumping’ to enrich the 
analysis of the digital place-making of Guangzhou. In Chapter 4, I focused on 
Guangzhou’s cross-border media culture in facilitating Guangzhou Weibo users’ political 
orientations, online framing and discourse representation during the pro-Cantonese 
protest. And, more importantly, in Chapter 6, I noted Guangzhouers’ attempt to elevate 
local values to reassess the issues of nationhood and nationalism by connecting the 
concepts of ‘scale-jumping’ and ‘project identity’. This thesis, nevertheless, has only 
treated the issue of ‘scaling’ implicitly rather than using the concept of ‘scale’ to develop 
a systematic conceptual and analytical framework. The formation and negotiation of a 
geo-identity is produced and consumed through scales. The role of the Internet and digital 
media, both in the sense of suppressing and fostering the inter-scaling competitions, 
makes it an excellent platform for considering the production, the negotiation and the 
consumption of competing levels of scale.  
 
Future research could draw on the implicated issue of ‘scales and scaling’ as laid 
down in this thesis. This issue could be used to systematically compare the digital media 
usage in relation to the specific geo-humanistic culture between different places in China 
to examine and appreciate the importance of place in shaping people’s everyday lives. 
This can then be extended to the area of comparative analysis between places in different 
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nations. Such an investigation could further enrich our understanding of how the notions 
of place and scale work in shaping the global development and diffusion process of 
digital media. This would be an interesting future research project in its own right.  
 
4. Conclusion 
This thesis tells the stories of Guangzhou, specifically, the stories about the experience of 
a Chinese city during decades of economic, social and technological changes. This thesis 
employed a case study approach to investigate the social political, cultural and historical 
context of Weibo and China’s Internet at large. The notion of geo-identity unpacked 
China’s Central Government mechanism to express its power and domination in the 
forms of ‘flows’. The analysis illustrated the extensiveness and sophistication of China’s 
spatial networks and how the CCP exerted its control, to monitor the undercurrent and to 
exert its influence through the administration of regional nodes. The notion of geo-
identity also explored individual and everyday discourse at a local place. By focusing on 
routinised practices, social rituals and cultural values in Guangzhou, the analysis 
highlighted the robustness of sub-national regions and places in shaping China’s online 
politics and even offline participation. To say a collective action like the pro-Cantonese 
protest is just another inter-class politics thing that aimed to bring about democracy to 
China grossly overlooks the social and cultural dynamics of the incident; more 
importantly, the control versus resistance paradigm cannot explain the parallel discourse 
that emerged from the collected data in this thesis. 
  
The notion of geo-identity offers discursive and pervasive dimensions for thinking 
about the integration of communication technologies with human society as geography 
always defines social structure and guides the way throughout human history. Geography 
is a critical site for studying the social functioning of new media because the very idea of 
mobility is not so much about the disappearance of geographic distances and locations, 
but about increased mobility and one’s sense of spatiality. For instance, consider ‘tagging’ 
and ‘checking in’ and content such as visual images and videos on social media.  
 
A geographic place is, then, the container of people’s identity. The interaction 
 194 
 
between communication technology and cultural geography opens up new windows to 
understand the progress of social change during the course of economic and technological 
developments. More importantly, learning about the Internet’s geography can help us to 
explore the complex power relationships that structure our society and our sense of 
spatiality. While new communication technologies reconfigure the relationship between 
space and place, they also reconfigure people’s daily experience and social practices, 
which ultimately redefine people’s sense of self and belonging.  
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